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The Baptist Convention of Malawi is a congregational church believing in the autonomy of 
the local church and the priesthood of all believers among others. This can be traced to the 
Anabaptists in the sixteenth century, whose beliefs have shaped the modern Baptists 
worldwide. The church does not have a hierarchical structure. Pastors do not exercise 
authority over members.  The church, not a selected few, is the final authority.  Each 
congregation is self-supporting.   
 
When the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) missionaries came to Malawi in 1959, they 
established this polity without any alteration. This study explores how the Baptist 
ecclesiology influenced some pastors to leave the Baptist Convention of Malawi. The study 
argued that some members of the Baptist Convention of Malawi (BACOMA) have 
misunderstood and exploited the concepts of autonomy and the priesthood of all believers. 
Independence has been emphasised at the expense of interdependence. Since each local 
church is autonomous, there is the tendency among some pastors not to abide by the decision 
made by the BACOMA Annual General Meeting (AGM). The study further argues that since 
Baptist pastors are not transferred from one parish to another, some pastors, who in most 
cases are the founders of the local congregations and minister in their home areas, begin to 
exercise power like “chiefs.” This in turn creates tensions between the pastor and the 
members who ought to be the final authority. Furthermore, in Baptist tradition, being a pastor 
is regarded primarily as a call from God. Education, both theological as well as secular, is not 
a determining factor. The study therefore asserts that from the beginning, the SBC 
missionaries did not establish well trained and equipped Malawian leadership. Most of the 
pastors who were trained at the Bible School did not go beyond primary level. The 
missionaries continued training these pastors who could hardly handle crucial administrative 
matters. The study concludes that while still maintaining the Baptist polity, BACOMA should 
redefine its relationship with the SBC, embark on a training programme in financial 
management for its members, improve the quality of education for its pastors and if possible, 
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1.1 Statement of the Problem 
The Baptist Convention of Malawi (BACOMA) was established through missionary work by 
the Baptist Mission in Central Africa (BMCA) of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) 
from the United States of America (USA). The BMCA later changed its name to Baptist 
Mission in Malawi (BMIM).
1




   
 
The first areas of missionary work were Blantyre and Zomba in the Southern Region of 
Malawi and Lilongwe in the Central Region.
3
 The focus of the missionary work was on 
evangelism and church planting. This led to the conversion of people and their subsequent 
incorporation into the local churches.
4
 From the onset the policy of the BMIM was not to 





Ever since the beginning, Malawian Baptists never were part of the BMIM. As missionary 
work progressed in the 1960s, it became evident that Baptist missionaries and Malawians 
were one in faith but different in policy. Some American missionaries, notably Leroy 
Albright, sympathised with Malawians. They encouraged Malawians to form their own 
body.
6






All BACOMA churches are autonomous. The system was established by the BMIM 
according to the Baptist polity world wide.
8
 The emphasis was on the “independence” of the 
                                                 
1
 The Baptist Mission in Central Africa came from Gweru, Zimbabwe. After Malawi became independent in 
1964, the name was changed to Baptist Mission in Malawi (BMIM). 
2
 Saunders, D.L. 1973. A History of the Baptists in East and Central Africa. PhD. Thesis. Louisville: Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary. P. 122. 
3
 Malawi is divided into three administrative regions: the Northern Region, the Central Region and the Southern 
Region.  
4
 Day, R. 2004. Southern Baptist Missionaries in Malawi: Who are they? Religion in Malawi 11: 29. 
5
 Cauthen, B.J. and Means, F.K. 1981. Advance to Bold Mission Thrust: A History of Southern Baptist Missions. 
Richmond: Foreign Mission Board. P. 164. 
6
 Longwe, H.H. 2000. Identity by Dissociation: The first Group to Secede from Chilembwe‟s Church:  A 
History of Peter Kalemba and the Achewa Providence Industrial Mission. MTh. Thesis. Zomba: University of 
Malawi. Pp. 84-86. 
7
 BACOMA EC minutes. 26 May 1972. Baptist Theological Seminary of Malawi (BTSM) archives. 
8




local church and on “self-supporting”. The calling, maintenance and firing of a pastor was, 
and still is, under the jurisdiction of the local church not the BACOMA Executive Committee 
(EC) or the secretariat. BACOMA EC is involved in the affairs of the local church only in 
terms of conflict resolution, leadership training, distribution of relief items and other issues. 
 
Since its formation, BACOMA has been facing several challenges in handling its pastors. 
There was a conflict in 1989 which nearly split BACOMA into two conventions.
9
 In 1992 
pastor Samuel Malabwanya, who had been the general secretary for eight years, and an 
executive member for twelve years seceded from BACOMA.
10
 Between the year 2000 and 
2004 three pastors left BACOMA. These were Thomas Kachasu Gama who was once the 
general secretary of BACOMA, Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni who was at one point the Baptist 
chaplain at the Mozambican refugee camp in Ntcheu, in central Malawi and a home 
missionary in northern Malawi and Amos Rhobo. Another serious conflict occurred at Zomba 
Baptist church in 2005 when an African-American, Anthony Bell, was the pastor.
11
 Some 
church members follow these pastors to their new churches. Some leave the Baptist church 
and join other denominations.
12
 The study focuses on these five pastors. All of them come 
from the Southern Region of Malawi. 
 
The aim of this research is to investigate how the Baptist ecclesiology contributes to pastors 
leaving the Baptist Convention of Malawi. 
 
1.2 Limitations 
Many members and pastors have left BACOMA since its foundation in 1972. But this 
research focuses on five pastors in a specific region, being the southern part of Malawi, 
where the BMIM began its work, and in two districts; Blantyre and Zomba.
13
 The study 
focuses on Baptist ecclesiology and how it is understood. 
 
                                                 
9
 In Baptist tradition, an association is a fellowship of churches at district or county level while a convention is a 
fellowship of churches at a national or in some countries, at a state or provincial level. 
10
 Samuel Malabwanya. 1993. to Fletcher Kaiya. 
11
 Anthony Bell did not secede from BACOMA, but the conflict created two opposing and hostile camps within 
the church. 
12
 Some of the pastors that have left BACOMA recently include: Sonny Gunya in 2002. He joined the Zambezi 
Evangelical Church, Pastor Butao in 2004. He is pasturing a Baptist church which is not affiliated to BACMA. 
Pastor Rutherford Banda left BACOMA in 2006 and founded his own ministry called the Grace (Baptist) 
Ministry and Pastor Kalonga in 2008. Pastors Simango and Godfrey Chimwenje were suspended from the 
ministry in 2005 and 2007 respectively.  
13




Another limiting factor is that the person conducting this research is a Baptist. Therefore, the 
results might be biased in one way or the other. However, the research has tried as much as 
possible to be critical and follow a non-partisan approach. 
 
1.3 Hypotheses  
The first hypothesis of this study is that some members of BACOMA have misunderstood 
and exploited the concepts of autonomy and the priesthood of all believers. Instead of 
enhancing “standing together” the emphasis has been on “standing alone”. Thus there has 
been a persistent struggle for power and intense insistence on independence.  
 
Another hypothesis is that from the beginning, the BMIM did not establish well trained and 
equipped Malawian leadership. Most of the pastors who were trained at the then Baptist Bible 
School did not go beyond primary level (grade 8 according to Malawi‟s educational system). 
Such pastors have a shallow understanding of the word of God and can hardly handle crucial 
administrative matters. Hence lack of sound leadership contributed to the schisms. 
 
1.4 Theoretical framework 
The structure of the Baptist church is fluid in the sense that there is no hierarchy of pastors 
exercising authority over members. The church is congregational with a belief in the 
priesthood of all believers, a belief that dates back to the days of the Anabaptists. Though this 
Anabaptist heritage exists, it must be noted that the Baptist ecclesiology is more influenced 
by Congregationalism than the Anabaptism. In the Baptist ecclesiology, there is no 
hierarchical structure. Each congregation is self-supporting.  Autonomy of the local church is 
its cherished principle.
14
 The church, not a selected few, is the final authority.  With this 
diversity, ecclesiastical disputes are inevitable.  
 
The theoretical framework of this study is based on: 
a. G.C. Oosthuizen‟s theory of ecclesiastical disputes. Oosthuizen writes that 
denominational or ecclesiastical differences are some of the contributing factors that 
lead to schisms. He cites examples such as discrepant disciplinary measures, misuse 
                                                 
14




of church finances, the lack of opportunity given to the laity to lead and many more.
15
 
In spite of believing in the priesthood of all believers, this study investigates whether 
the Malawian laity is given the opportunity to lead or whether some pastors behave 
like “bishops.” The study further explores whether disciplinary cases and financial 
mismanagement were some of the causes that led to some pastors leaving BACOMA.  
 
b. The relationship between Western missionaries and African converts. David Barrett‟s 
theory is that in Africa some of the schisms have taken place in mainline churches 
though there are many other schisms that have broken away from the AICs.  This has 
resulted in the formation of African Instituted or Initiated or Independent Churches 
(AIC). Barrett is of the opinion that the AICs broke away from the mother churches as 
a reaction to the mission‟s failure to demonstrate the biblical concept of 
“philadelphia” (brotherly love), the failure to allow converts to assume responsibility, 
the failure to distinguish between the good and the bad African traditional customs, 
and the failure of the mission to spot the parallels between African society and the 
biblical truth.
16
 Since BACOMA is an offspring of BMIM, this study examines the 
extent to which the BMIM-BACOMA relationship contributed to the schisms. 
 
c. The theory of indigenisation.  John McCracken, though he does not write about the 
Baptists, has written extensively about the impact of the Livingstonia Mission in 
Northern Malawi.
17
 In preparation for the transfer of leadership, the Livingstonia 
Mission of the Free Church of Scotland trained Malawians in various fields like 
medicine, technical skills, agriculture, accounts and administration. Further, the 
missionaries did not establish a “replica” of the Free Church of Scotland in Malawi. 
Through the efforts of young missionaries like Donald Fraser,
18
 they established a 
church that embraced local flavour. This study therefore analyses how the Baptist 
missionaries in Malawi approached the concept of indigenisation and to what extent it 
                                                 
15
 Oosthuizen, G.C. 1968. Post-Christianity in Africa: a theological and anthropological study. London: SPK. 
Pp. 209-221. See also Daneel, I.M. 1987. Quest for Belonging. Gweru: Mambo Press. Pp. 72-73. Hastings, A. 
1971. Mission and Ministry. London: SPK. Pp. 208-209. 
16
 Barrett, D.B. 1968. Schisms and Renewal in Africa: an Analysis of Six Thousand Contemporary Movements. 
Nairobi: OUP. p. 157. 
17
 McCracken, J. 2000. Politics and Christianity in Malawi 1875-1940: the Impact of Livingstonia Mission in 
the Northern Province. Blantyre: CLAIM. Pp.171-196; 237-238. 
18
 Donald Fraser came to Malawi in 1896. He was influenced by the Keswick Convention which rejected the 
tendency of missionaries dominating the local people. It laid emphasis on identifying the church with its African 
environment. See Fraser, D. 1921. The Church and Games in Africa. International Review of Missions. 10. 110-




affected the local people‟s understanding of Baptist ecclesiology. The study further 
investigates whether the BMIM had any policy of devolution of authority. The study 
also seeks to explore how prepared Malawians were to run their own organisation. As 
for theological training, the study seeks to investigate if there are any traces of Daniel 
Parker‟s and Alexander Campbell‟s
19
 teachings in BMIM that could have a bearing on 
Baptist ecclesiology. 
 
1.5 Research Problem and Objectives 
The principal objective of this study is to investigate how Baptist ecclesiology contributes to 
pastors leaving BACOMA and its impact. To arrive at this principal problem, the study 
focuses on these objectives: 
 
a. To find out how Baptist ecclesiology is understood in BACOMA   
b. To explore the effectiveness of BACOMA in handling conflict resolutions 
c. To critically examine the relationship between BACOMA and the BMIM and how 
this relationship contributed to the schisms 
d. To investigate how Baptist members view BACOMA and BMIM 
e. To suggest some recommendations to BACOMA that might be helpful in the running 
of the organisation 
1.6 Research Methodology 
This research deals with events which took place a few years ago. Most of the people who 
witnessed these events are still alive and they have a story to tell. In this vein, data was 
collected in three categories: through oral interviews, consulting primary written sources in 
church archives and consulting secondary written sources like books, theses and journals.  
 
1.7 Oral sources 
Interviews took the form of interactive conversational narratives. The focus was on acquiring 
historical knowledge of the past through word of mouth.
20
 The book Oral history in a 
                                                 
19
 Daniel Parker (1781-1844) and Alexander Campbell (1788-1866) were Baptist preachers in America. Among 
other things, they taught that theological training and paying salaries to pastors were but human inventions 
which were not sanctioned in the Bible. However, his association with the Baptist Church was limited. 
20
 Denis, P. ed. 2002. Orality Memory and the Past: Listening to the Voices of Black Clergy under Colonialism 
and Apartheid. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications. p. 2. Also see Ritchie, D. 2003. Doing Oral History: A 




wounded country: Interactive Interviewing in South Africa
21
 provided the needed information 
about the nature of oral history as “contextual”
22
 and interactive. The book provided a wide 
range of insights on how a researcher can do oral history. Some of the guidelines included  
the need to conduct interviews in the interviewee‟s preferred language, that a researcher 
should be aware of the ethical requirements, how to identify interviewees and the need for a 
researcher to know the demarcation between being an outsider or an insider in order to 
maintain critical distance.
23
 These tools were applied in the context of BACOMA as I 
interacted with the interviewees about the past events that affected BACOMA while at the 
same time paying attention to their responses. 
 
The interview process made use of asking follow up questions. Most of the questions were 
open ended. Most of the interviewees were pastors and other members of the BACOMA 
executive committee. Local members of the Baptist church such as the youths and women 
were also interviewed. The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. Focus group 
discussions were also conducted. 
 
1.8 Written sources 
Written sources can be divided into two categories: the primary and secondary sources. 
Primary written sources consisted of letters, minutes of meetings, private correspondence and 
BACOMA annual general meeting reports. 
 
Secondary written sources included books, journals, theses and BMIM area reports. All these 
sources were critically interrogated and analysed.  
 
1.9 Literature Review 
Very little has been written about the schisms in the Baptist Convention of Malawi except for 
the PhD thesis by Hany Longwe.
24
 Longwe writes that pastor Njolomole Phiri, the first 
                                                 
21
 Denis, P and Ntsimane, R.  2008. eds. Oral history in a wounded country: Interactive Interviewing in South 
Africa. Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press. 
22
 Denis, P. Introduction. In Denis, P. and Ntsimane, R.  2008. eds. Oral history in a wounded country: 
Interactive Interviewing in South Africa. Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press. P. 1. 
23
 Carton, B. and Vis, L. Doing Oral History. In Denis, P and Ntsimane, R.  2008. eds. Oral history in a 
wounded country: Interactive Interviewing in South Africa. Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press. P. 53.  
24
 Longwe, H.H. 2007. Democratisation of the Christian Faith: The Influence of the Baptist Doctrine of the 
Priesthood of all Believers on the History of the Baptist Convention of Malawi (BACOMA). PhD. thesis.  




chairperson of BACOMA, was removed from his position in 1980 and was subsequently 




As for Malabwanya leaving BACOMA, Longwe asserts that he had dictatorial tendencies 
contrary to the Baptist polity. This did not go well with his colleagues in the EC. Longwe 
goes on to affirm that BMIM took a unilateral decision to sell trucks without consulting 
BACOMA. Apart from this, the missionaries used to treat Malawians like second class 
citizens.
26
 This annoyed BACOMA EC which eventually led to an open conflict. 
 
This study explores other factors that forced Malabwanya to leave BACOMA. It examines 
the sour relationship that developed between Malabwanya and Pastor Emmanuel Chinkwita 
Phiri who was the vice president of BACOMA and the director of the Institute of Church 
Growth,
27
 regionalism in BACOMA EC, the constitutionality of the meeting that was called 
by the Lilongwe Association in 1989
28
 and the aftermath of the 1992 BACOMA AGM. 
 
Molly Longwe and Rachel NyaGondwe-Banda have also carried out studies on BACOMA. 
Molly Longwe writes about the Baptist response to the Chewa traditional initiation rites for 
girls in Lilongwe, in central Malawi. As for Rachel NyaGondwe-Banda, her focus is on the 





No exclusive research has been done on the other four pastors. This study: 
(a) investigates whether these pastors were at any point disciplined by their churches, and 
if so how they reacted to the discipline, 
(b) explores their relationship with the churches they pastored before leaving BACOMA, 
(c) examines the type of church government of the churches they joined or formed and 
                                                 
25
 Longwe, H.H. 2000 Identity by Dissociation: The first Group to Secede from Chilembwe‟s Church:  A 
History of Peter Kalemba and the Achewa Providence Industrial Mission. MTh. thesis. Zomba: University of 
Malawi. P. 102. 
26
Longwe, H.H. 2007. Democratisation of the Christian Faith: The Influence of the Baptist Doctrine of the 
Priesthood of all Believers on the History of the Baptist Convention of Malawi (BACOMA). PhD. thesis.  
Zomba: University of Malawi. Pp. 381-383. 
27
 Samuel Malabwanya to Officer in-Charge, Soche Police Station, 18
th
 December 1989. Baptist Theological 
Seminary of Malawi archives, file 2B. 
28
 N. Mkaka to all pastors, 20
th
 November 1989. Baptist Theological Seminary of Malawi archives, file 2B. 
29
 However, in their studies both mention that the BMIM had different policies contrary to the expectations of 
Malawians. See Longwe, M. 2006. Growing up: A Chewa Girls’ Initiation, Zomba: Kachere, Pp32-34; and 
NyaGondwe-Banda, R. 2005. Women of Bible and Culture: Baptist Convention Women in Southern Malawi, 




(d) examines how BACOMA or the local associations handled the conflict. 
 
Similar studies on schisms have been done among the Baptists in the neighbouring countries 
of Zambia and South Africa.  In Zambia, Reinhard Ludwig Frey writes that 
maladministration by the general secretary of the Zambian Baptist Association (ZBA) 
contributed to the split which led to the formation of the Free Baptist Church of Zambia in 
1991.
30
 Furthermore, conflicts between the Baptist Mission in Zambia (BMZ) and the Baptist 





In South Africa, Humphrey Moroka Mogashoa argues that among other reasons, the financial 
stand of a church as a criterion for joining the Baptist Union of Southern Africa (BUSA) 
which was, and still is dominated by white Baptists, led to the formation of the Baptist 
Convention of South Africa in 1987.
32
 But Louise Kretzschmar emphasises that the issue of 
race and ethnic division contributed to the strained relationship between the BUSA and the 
black Transkei Baptist Union (TBU) in 1981.
33
 In the end the TBU seceded from BUSA and 
became an autonomous body. This study makes comparisons and contrasts between the 
schisms in these two countries with those in Malawi. 
 
1.9.1 Motivation 
I attended the BACOMA annual general assembly in Lilongwe in August 1995. It was 
revealed that one of the first pastors, Chimombo of Kasungu, was sick and needed assistance. 
I learnt with shock for the first time that Baptist pastors do not have a fixed salary nor 
pension scheme. Some of them did not receive any salary.
34
 Each pastor was at the mercy of 
the church that he pastored. The general assembly set up an ad hoc committee which was 
                                                 
30
Frey, R.L. 2005. The History of the Zambian Baptist Association 1905-2005. PhD dissertation. Zomba: 
University of Malawi. P. 275. 
31
 http://www.kabwatabaptistchurch.org/ accessed on 4
th
 April, 2008. 
32
 Mogashoa, H.M.  1998. Institutionalised segregation: an overview of the Black Baptist Clergy‟s seclusion 
from Mainstream Power Structures 1859-1988. Studia Historicae Ecclesisticae XX1V. P. 55. See also 
Mogashoa, H.M. 2004. South African Baptists and finance matters (1820-1948). PhD. thesis. Pietermaritzburg: 
University of KwaZulu-Natal; Mogashoa, H. M.  1995. A Critical Study of the Life and Work of Rev. W. Duma 
1907-1977 as a contribution to the History of the Baptist Church in Southern Africa. MTh. thesis. 
Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal. P.77 and P. 91. 
33
 Kretzschmar, L. 1992. The Privatisation of the Christian faith Among South African Baptists: With particular 
Reference to its nature, extent, causes and consequences. PhD thesis. Cape Town: University of Cape Town. P. 
210. 
34
 From 2002-2004, I was working for the Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA) at the Mwanza Border Post. 





mandated to look into the challenges that the pastors faced in BACOMA and come up with 
recommendations. I was privileged to be appointed as the secretary of the committee. During 
the course of our investigation, I was informed that pastor Malabwanya had messed up things 
in BACOMA even though he was such a talented pastor, teacher and preacher. I got mixed 
information. Some people were of the opinion that his departure was good for BACOMA 
while others sympathised with him. Since that day my curiosity deepened each day to find 



























Baptist Roots and Beliefs 
2.1 Introduction  
This chapter traces the roots and beliefs of the Baptists.  In order to appreciate these roots, the 
chapter briefly explores the origin and beliefs of the Anabaptists. For the sake of this thesis, 
special attention is paid to their ecclesiology and how the Anabaptists influenced both the 
English Separatists
35
 and the English Baptists. The chapter proceeds by exploring the factors 
that led to the development of the Southern Baptist Convention which extended its 
missionary work to Malawi in 1959. 
 
2.2 The Anabaptists  
The Anabaptists made a radical departure from the Reformers. They started in Zurich as a 
splinter group from a church led by Ulrich Zwingli in 1525.
36
 Zwingli preferred a gradual 
reform of the church. He waited for the city council to pass laws to implement religious 
changes. But the Anabaptists wanted a rapid reform of the church without adhering to any 
symbol of Roman Catholicism.
37
 The group was led by Conrad Grebel, George Blaurock and 
Felix Manz. In 1524 they gathered some faithful followers and started studying the Bible. 
They came to the conclusion that infant baptism was not scripturally justifiable.
38
 They 
argued that baptism should be administered to adults who freely believed the gospel. In a 
public debate, though Zwingli‟s arguments were not scripturally accurate, the city council 
sided with him. As a result of this, they were banished or imprisoned. On 21 January 1525, 
George Blaurock asked Grebel to baptise him. Then Blaurock baptised the rest.
39
 Since they 
re-baptised believers upon their confession of faith, their opponents called them 
“Anabaptists” meaning those who re-baptise.  
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Since their teachings were unorthodox, the Anabaptists were persecuted by both the 
Protestants and the Roman Catholics.
40
 They endangered the union of the church and the 
state. Even pacifism was considered as sedition. Hence they were regarded as subversive. 
They were either burnt at the stake, drowned or beheaded. They were scattered all over 
Europe. Three of the major groups were the Swiss Brethren in Switzerland and Germany, the 
Mennonites in Holland
41
 and the Hutterites in Moravia. 
  
2.3 Their beliefs 
The Anabaptists believed that personal faith in and commitment to Christ was essential to 
salvation and prerequisite to baptism.
42
 They pledged to separate themselves from the world 
as true believers of Christ. To them Christendom was not equated to Christianity and the 
church constituted a community of believers who have professed their faith in Christ. All 
members were believers, a family of faith based on the New Testament. Decision making was 
to be taken by the entire membership. Thus the Anabaptists did not recognise organised 
ecclesiastical authority to control them. Even in matters of discipline, believers were to act 
corporally.
43
 They were the first to come up with the doctrine of the priesthood of all 
believers and the autonomy of the local church.  
 
The Anabaptists also valued scriptures as the centre of the Christian life. In deciding matters 
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The Anabaptists could not take oaths, defend themselves against their persecutors or serve as 
magistrates.
45
 They were not against the state authority. Their position was that a Christian 
should not be involved in judicial-political affairs of the state. The world in which they lived 
was dominated by the medieval framework of the Holy Roman Empire where church and 
state were one. This is the reason they were regarded as dangerous to the well being of the 
society.
46
 In the Bern Disputation of 1538 they clearly stated their case:  
 
…we grant that state authorities have a legitimate place, to keep order…and protect the good. But we 
as Christians live according to the Gospel…Christians consequently do not use the sword which is 




The position of the Anabaptists was that Christians were “free, unforced and uncompelled 
people. Faith was a free gift of God and the authorities exceeded their competence when they 
championed the word of God with a fist.”
48
 The Anabaptists were therefore the first to come up 
with the doctrine of the separation of the church and the state though it has passed through 
several transformations with the passing of time. 
 
2.4 Anabaptist-Baptist relationship 
Having looked at the roots and beliefs of the Anabaptists, another important point worth 
finding out is the relationship between the Anabaptists and the Baptists. The Anabaptist-
Baptist relationship has ignited exciting debate among scholars. Winthrop P. Hudson is of the 
view that Thomas Helwys, who established the first Baptist church in England in 1611, 
repudiated all Anabaptist influence. He therefore dismisses as insignificant the contact of the 
early English Baptists with the Dutch Anabaptists.
49
 But Ernest Payne counter argues that:  
 
By implication Dr. Hudson appears to be denying all similarity or connection between the Anabaptists 
and the English Baptists. This is, I am convinced, a misreading of history and would deprive the 
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It is the opinion of Kenneth Scott Latourette that the Anabaptists contributed to the Separatist 
movement in England.
51
 At this juncture it is important to have a brief look at the life of the 
Anabaptists in the sixteenth century during the Reformation era in England and examine their 
influence on the Separatist
52
  movement from which the English Baptists emerged.  
 
2.5 The Anabaptists in England and their influence on the Separatists 
Apart from Holland and Moravia, England was another centre of Anabaptist activism such 
that as early as 1530, the Anabaptists were propagating their faith in London. Horst is of the 
opinion that by 1534 the Dutch Anabaptists had supplanted Lollardy in name as well as in 
doctrine and had become the left wing of the English Reformation.  Fourteen of them were 
burnt at the stake in London in 1535.
53
 Horst further argues that the number of Anabaptists 
burnt during the days of Henry VIII was larger than the number of the Lollards burnt in the 
previous century. In addition to this, the Church of England‟s “Forty-Two Articles” of 1553 
included over seventeen articles directed against the Anabaptists. If Anabaptism was not a 
strong force to reckon with, the church would hardly have devoted much energy in attacking 





In 1551 sixty Separatists were arrested in Kent. Their soteriology was Anabaptist. One of 
their leaders, Humphrey Middleton, was burnt at the stake during the reign of Queen Mary.
55
 
Norwich was also the centre of Separatism. The area was under the influence of the Dutch 
Mennonites. A church was formed under the leadership of Robert Barrowe and separated 
from the Church of England in 1581. His followers, called the Barrowists, withheld their 
children from baptism and used lay ministry. They found a safe haven in Holland in 1593. 
The following year they became Anabaptists. This close similarity between the Anabaptists 
and the Separatist movement cannot be attributed to mere chance. The Anabaptists had a role 
to play. It is in this light that Horst observes that one may not claim that Anabaptism was the 
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2.6 The English Baptists 
After examining the presence and influence of the Anabaptists in England, attention should 
be paid to the rise of the English Baptists.  
 
To John Smyth is accorded the honour of the origin of the Baptist church in England. Smyth, 
a fellow at King‟s College, Cambridge, was ordained an Anglican priest in 1594, the year the 
English Separatists in Holland became Anabaptists. He became a lecturer at Lincoln in 1600 
and refused to baptise children. In 1602 he was relieved of his duties after he had rebuked the 
sins of a prominent leader.
57
 While living in Gainsborough in 1606, he could preach in the 
absence of the priest. When the authorities discovered this, they forbade him from preaching 
any more. This marked his separation from the Church of England.  
 
He, together with his friend Thomas Helwys, formed a congregational church based on the 
Old Testament covenant. But due to the persecution of King James 1, they sought refuge in 
Holland in 1607. A year later, Smyth and his friends dissolved their church and reconstituted 
their new congregation based on believers‟ baptism after the profession of faith. Smyth 
baptised himself and then the rest of his members.
58
 He did not seek baptism from the 
Mennonites, arguing that there was no church with good conscience like theirs who could 
baptise them.  But this defence seems less convincing. The house they rented belonged to the 
Anabaptist Jan Munter. Scheffer has argued that Smyth and his congregation were 
surrounded by at least three Mennonite groups: the Flemish, the United High Germans and 
the Waterlanders. From the Waterlanders with whom he had direct contact, Scheffer contends 
that Smyth borrowed his views “on ministry, nay, even on baptism itself.”
59
   
 
Scheffer‟s opinion seems to be more convincing in that in 1610 Smyth repudiated his self 
baptism and sought baptism from the Waterlander Mennonites. He further requested his 
church to do the same and join the Mennonites. The majority joined him. But a group of 
about ten members led by Helwys refused and returned to England.  They established the first 
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General Baptist Church on English soil in1611.
60
 Each church elected their leaders, both men 
and women.  
 
From this available evidence it is clear that the Baptist ecclesiology did not develop 
independently from the Anabaptists. Nevertheless, the Baptist church should not be 
considered as a splinter group of the Anabaptists. The church developed from the Church of 
England as a separatist movement. But they were very much influenced by the Anabaptist 
ecclesiology. 
 
The name Baptist, like the Anabaptist, Methodist, the Quakers and Christians, was coined by 
their opponents as a mockery. They called themselves “the Brethren”, or “the Baptised 
Churches”, or “the Baptised Way”. By the early 1640s some opponents were calling them the 




2.7 Baptist Beliefs 
2.7.1 The local church 
Baptists believe that each local church is autonomous and congregational.
62
 The church is 
self-supporting and it makes its own decisions on matters pertaining to missions, employing a 
pastor, finances and many more. The congregation consists of baptised adult believers who 
have professed their faith in Christ. For this reason, Baptists do not baptise infants. The 
structure of the church is bottom up rather than top down. Deacons are elected by the 
congregation forming a church council. The council may authorise some important decisions 
after consulting members of the church. The congregation, not the deacons or the pastor, is 
the final authority. Though the local congregation is autonomous, Baptists meet regularly in 
local associations or at national convention. In this way Baptist churches are interdependent.  
 
2.7.2 The priesthood of believers  
Baptists believe that a believer has a direct link with Jesus and God without recognising 
intermediaries. In the Old Testament a priest used to pray as well as presenting sacrifices to 
God on behalf of the people. But in the understanding of the Baptists, the coming of Jesus 
Christ means that there is no mediator between God and humanity. Believers in Baptist 
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tradition are regarded as “holy saints”, or “the royal priesthood”. In this way everyone is 
regarded as a priest.
63
  The pastor is regarded as an equal member in the church but he carries 
special responsibilities according to the needs of a particular local church. For this reason, 
ordination is not mandatory in the Baptist church. It is therefore not uncommon to find a 
Baptist church without a pastor or a church led by a pastor with very minimal theological or 
secular training. Most of the early Baptist pastors especially those who seceded from the 
Church of England, like Smyth and Roger Williams, were highly educated. But as time went 
by theological education did not play a prominent role among Baptist pastors. Their 
opponents could ridicule them as “base fellows”. Most of them were bi-vocational, earning 
their living as mechanics, tailors, soap boilers and cobblers.
64
   
 
2.7.3 The autonomy of the local church 
According to the Baptist polity, each local church is autonomous. The autonomy of the local 
church is one of the most distinctive ecclesiological beliefs among the Baptists. They trace 
this to the New Testament churches which were self-governing and self-supporting. Each 
Baptist Church employs its pastor, runs all necessary programmes and is accountable only to 
God for its actions.
65
 The system of hiring and supporting a pastor can be traced back to the 
days of the Anabaptists. According to the early Anabaptist teaching   
 
The pastor of the flock should be someone who has good testimony from those who are outside the 
faith…But know that a support [sic], if he is in need of it, ought to be supplied by the church which 





The final authority of the church is not in the hands of deacons, elders or the pastors, but it is 
exercised by all members of the church. Thus the Baptists are congregational. In this way, the 
Baptist organisation is “bottom up” in structure rather than “top down.” Power as well as 
responsibility is in the hands of the members.
67
 Resolutions are made through consensus. In 
the event that the church reaches a deadlock, voting takes place. In this way the Baptists 
claim to be democratic. However, autonomy does not entail being “independent”. Local 
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Baptist churches fellowship together at Convention or Association level. In Baptist tradition, 
churches do not live in isolation but are interdependent.   
 
2.7.4 Religious Liberty and Separation of Church and State 
Baptists believe that individuals are at liberty to exercise their conscience. Therefore, they 
believe in religious liberty. During the Reformation era when religious persecution was 
common, Baptists advocated religious liberty for the Roman Catholics, Jews, Muslims and 
even the atheists.
68
 John Smyth wrote: 
 
…The magistrate is not by virtue of his office to meddle with religion, or matters of conscience, to force or 
compel men to this or that form of religion, or doctrine; but leave Christian religion free to everyman‟s 
conscience, and handle only civil transgressions.69  
 
It is important to note that the intolerable conditions in which the Baptists lived necessitated 
them to strengthen the doctrine of separation of church and state. While recognising the 
existence of civil authority, Baptists do not recognise outside interference in matters of the 
church. This applies to any secular power such as the state. In this way, Baptists are against 
the concept of an established church or state church.  Because of this strong belief in the 
separation of the church and the state, to a greater extent the Baptists do not take a critical 
engagement with the state. The church tends to be apolitical. 
 
2.7.5 Supremacy of the Scripture 
The Baptists consider the scripture as the final authority for religious belief and practice. The 
early English Baptists agreed that the “Holy Scripture is only sufficient, certain and infallible 
because it is the word of God.”
70
 For this reason Baptists do not recognise any human 
authority above the Bible. The popular question asked in Baptist assemblies is “what does the 
Bible say?” Some Baptists used confessions of faith as guidelines but did not elevate them to 
creedal authority. To the Baptists “the authority of the Bible comes from God who revealed 
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2.8 The Baptists in America 
Having looked at the roots and beliefs of the Baptists, attention should be paid to the other 
side of the Atlantic Ocean. The first Baptists in America came from England. Among the first 
group were Roger Williams and Dr John Clarke.
72
  Williams was an ordained Church of 
England minister. Later he became a separatist.  In late 1639 he became a Baptist. Though 
there is a consensus that both Roger Williams and Dr John Clarke organised Baptist churches 
in two separate areas within Rhode Island in 1639, it is not clear who was the first person. 
Williams is said to have started a Baptist Church in Providence, Rhode Island while John 
Clarke is said to have organised a Baptist Church in Newport, Rhode Island. Manschreck 
writes that “Williams‟s withdrawal from the Massachusetts Puritan commonwealth and his 
settlement at Providence, Rhode Island in 1839 where a church was started on Baptist 
principles is regarded as the first Baptist Church in America.”
73
  According to William H. 
Brackney, there “is much debate over the centuries as to whether the Providence or Newport 





Throughout the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth centuries the Baptist church in 
America was one. There was no division between the north and the south. The church 
benefited from the Great Awakening in that many people joined the church. The Baptists 
were united working under different societies.
75
 But in 1845 the unity was broken. The 
church was ill-equipped to handle the internal differences. 
 
2.9 The origin of the Southern Baptist Convention 
Three factors should be mentioned that precipitated the formation of the Southern Baptist 
Convention.  
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2.9.1 The South’s dissatisfaction with the operation of the Home Mission Society 
The Home Mission Society (HMS) had achieved remarkable success in sending missionaries 
within a few years of its formation. By 1844 it had planted five hundred and fifty-one 
churches in the American mid-west. However, the churches in the south were less impressed. 
They lodged a complaint that they did not receive a fair share of home missionaries despite 
contributing to the missionary society.
76
 They felt that the society, which had its central office 
in New York in the north, did not address the needs of the south. As early as 1835 there were 
calls for a separate mission body for the south. Missionaries from the north were reluctant to 
work in the south because of factors such as the question of Christians owning slaves, hot 
climate and the unwelcome spirit of the southerners. In this way the southerners felt 
neglected. 
 
2.9.2 Differences in the preferred methods of organising the church 
Another factor that contributed to the split was that Baptists in the north and south could not 
agree on one method of organising their churches. The north preferred the society system 




Under the convention system, churches send delegates and contributions to the central office 
to plan and carry out Christian ministries. One convention may have several boards such as 
the education, Sunday school, publications and many more. The convention system is church-
based. Its work is the work of all churches. The representatives or delegates, sometimes 
called messengers, are sent by the church and are under the church. 
 
But the society system is different. It is based on individual voluntary participation. Financial 
contribution is the determining factor. Interested individuals pay subscription fees and 
become members. While the convention has direct links to the churches, the society has no 
direct connection with the churches. Under the society system the boards have different 
members and may hold meetings at different times. Thus the convention system is more 
centralised than the society. In the society, individuals, not churches, work together.
78
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The south preferred the convention system for two reasons. In the south settlement was 
scattered. Travelling was expensive. In the New England area in the north, settlement was 
compact and travelling was much easier to attend different missionary societies. Again 
Baptists in the south had a strong church affiliation. They preferred an organisation based on 
denomination structure with one meeting where they could manage all their work. With these 
differences a split was fast approaching. 
 
2.9.3 The question of slaves 
The question of whether a Baptist Christian keeping slaves could be employed as a foreign 
missionary was the most contentious issue that hastened the Baptist split. The English 
colonial authority passed legislation in 1662 that a child born of a slave mother took the 
status of the mother. In 1667 an additional legislation was passed that “conferring baptism 
does not alter the condition of a person as to his bondage or freedom.”
79
 The 1667 law was 
passed to address the fear of the southern farmers who were reluctant to allow their slaves to 
be Christianised lest they be set free.  
 
In 1807 the importation of slaves into America was outlawed. However, with the invention of 
the cotton gin in 1792, slaves became more profitable in the south and less profitable in the 
north. The north became more industrialised. Many slaves were set free in the north but not in 
the south. Though slavery was abolished in the British Empire in 1834, and though the 
importation of slaves into America was outlawed in 1807, some Baptist Christians were still 
keeping slaves in the south. Their argument was that slavery was justified in the Bible. The 
Emancipation Proclamation issued by President Abraham Lincoln in 1863 freed most slaves. 
However, it did not make slavery illegal. Slavery became illegal on 18 December 1865 when 
the Thirteenth Amendment to the USA Constitution was enacted.
80
 In South Carolina, for 
example, Richard Furman, a famous Baptist preacher owned slaves and defended the system 
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In 1841 both the HMS and the Triennial Convention resolved that the question of slavery fell 
outside their jurisdiction. They promised to remain neutral. The HMS employed slave owners 
like James E Reeves of Georgia. 
 
But the Triennial Convention was put to a different test in 1844. The Baptist State 
Convention of Alabama in the south wanted to find out if a slave owner could be appointed 
as a foreign missionary. The board replied “one thing is certain; we can never be a party to 
any arrangement which would imply approbation to slavery.”
82
 This was interpreted as 
meaning that the board was no longer neutral. The board resolved to side with the north. The 
south felt that the north had violated the constitution and infringed their rights. Delegates 
from the south met in Augusta, Georgia on 8 May 1845. They adopted a new constitution and 
formed the Southern Baptist Convention with a strong denominational affiliation and kept 
slaves. They established mission boards. For the first time American Baptists were known as 
“south” and “north.”
83
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Chapter Three  
 
The beginning of SBC mission work in Malawi and the 
establishment of BACOMA 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The SBC was not the first Baptist group to start missionary work in Malawi in 1959. The 
country had a significant Baptist presence prior to the arrival of the SBC. Baptist work in 
Malawi started some sixty-seven years earlier by Joseph Booth, a British Baptist in 1892. He 
established the Zambezi Industrial Mission (ZIM), an interdenominational faith mission at 
Mitsidi, in Blantyre.
84
 In 1897 he took one of his converts, John Chilembwe, to the USA for 
theological training. After his studies, Chilembwe returned to Malawi and started the 
Providence Industrial Mission (PIM), at Mbombwe in Chiradzulu in 1900.
85
 In 1938 another 
group seceded from the PIM under Peter Kalemba. This was the Achewa PIM (APIM). Booth 





However, the BMIM had a negative attitude towards Booth. Longwe has argued that the 
BMIM downplayed the contributions of Chilembwe and the PIM to the beginning of the 
Baptist Convention of Malawi. Because of this negative approach, very few members of 
BACOMA, like most people in Malawi, knew or know the PIM as Baptist, let alone the 
founder John Chilembwe. Longwe goes on to assert that some members especially in 
Lilongwe did not want to hear about Achewa PIM and their contribution to the beginning of 
BACOMA. 
 
                                                 
84
 For details about the life of Joseph Booth see Langworthy, H. 1996. Africa for the African: Life of Joseph 
Booth. Blantyre: CLAIM; Fiedler, K. 1996. Joseph Booth and the Writing of Malawian History. Religion in 
Malawi1: 6. An Attempt at Interpretation.  Religion in Malawi1: 6. Pp. 30-38. 
85
 For a detailed study on Chilembwe see Shepperson, T. and Price, G. 1987. Independent African: John 
Chilembwe and the origins, setting and significance of the Nyasaland native rising of 1915. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press. Makondesa, P. 2007. The Church History of Providence Industrial Mission. 
Zomba. Kachere. 
86
 Some of the Baptist churches that were introduced by Joseph Booth in Malawi include the Seventh Day 
Baptist, the Baptist Industrial Mission of Scotland and others. The Baptist Industrial Mission of Scotland in 
Gowa (in Ntcheu) was later handed over to the Churches of Christ in 1929. The non-Baptist churches are the 
Churches of Christ and the Seventh Day Adventist. For further reading see Langworthy, H. 1996. Africa for the 




3.2 The establishment of the BMIM  
The BMIM came from Zimbabwe in 1959 under the Baptist Mission of Central Africa. SBC 
missionary work in Zimbabwe started in 1950.
87
 After a successful reconnaissance survey 
that took the emissaries to Malawi and Zambia in 1954,
88
 the SBC missionaries in Zimbabwe 
agreed in 1955 to set up a committee to go to Nyasaland (Malawi) and Northern Rhodesia 
(Zambia) to ask for permission from the two governments to start missionary work in these 
two countries, and that “we should go ahead and make application now for if this is to be a 




According to Day, the SBC work in Malawi was begun with the goal of not providing any 
subsidies to churches and to create as few institutions as possible.
90
  This was a crucial factor 




3.3 The BMIM work in Blantyre and Zomba 
The first two SBC missionary couples to come to Blantyre in 1959 were Leroy and Jean 
Albright and William (Bill) and Blanche Wester. They came from Zimbabwe. In 1960 the 
Albright family moved to Lilongwe. In the same year Gene and Beverley Kingsley came to 
Malawi straight from the USA and took residence in Blantyre.
92
 The Wester family later 
moved to Zomba, the former government seat of Malawi. Wester opened several Baptist 
churches in the rural areas of Zomba, but none in urban Zomba. 
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The BMIM found one Malawian Baptist in Blantyre. He was Steven Galatiya. He had 
become a Baptist in the 1950s while he was working in South Africa. He met Gene Kingsley 
in Blantyre by mere chance. He proved valuable to the missionaries. He assisted them in 




At first the missionaries used to fellowship in what is today the Malawi Congress Party sub-
national headquarters building at Chichiri. In 1961 the missionaries organised a Baptist 
Church in Cliccord House in Limbe. Later they moved to Chichiri Secondary School. This 
marked the beginning of Blantyre Baptist Church.  
 
In the Zomba area, Thomas Kachasu Gama was a member of a Zionist Church. He was not 
satisfied with the teachings of this church. He therefore approached the SBC missionaries Bill 
Wester and Gene Kingsley. In September 1962 this Zionist Church became the first Baptist 
church led by a Malawian to be affiliated to the BMIM. Its name is Ndalama Baptist Church. 
Thomas Kachasu Gama,
94
 the father of Medson Kachasu Gama who was to found Zomba 
Baptist Church in 1979, was appointed as its pastor. 
 
3.4 BMIM work in Lilongwe 
The growth of the BMIM in Lilongwe was largely due to the contribution of the APIM. 
When the Albrights moved to Lilongwe, they worked with the APIM as a launch pad for 
evangelism. Since both were Baptist, the APIM did not object to working with him though 
they belonged to different Baptist families. Some of the leaders in the APIM who later played 
a decisive role in the formation of BACOMA were Yosafati Ndege, Matthew Ndalama, 




In 1962 the BMIM organised a lay pastors‟ training institute in Lilongwe. Those who 
attended the training apart from members of the APIM were Steven Galatiya, Dafren 
Makhaya who had become a Baptist while he was working in Zimbabwe and Thomas 
Kachasu Gama of Zomba.  
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Members of the APIM continued meeting with Albright to study the Bible at the Lilongwe 
community hall. Later they moved into a building belonging to Mr Kadango at Falls Estate. 
As the number grew big, the BMIM bought land opposite the Kadango building. In 1965 a 
Bible School was constructed.
96
 Through the joint missionary work of the BMIM and the 
APIM, many people joined the Baptist church. They began assembling in one of the rooms at 
the Bible School. A plot was bought at Kawale 2 within the city of Lilongwe where a church 
was constructed. This was the first Baptist church to be affiliated to the BMIM in Lilongwe 




Members of APIM also played a leading role in the establishment of the Baptist work in 
Nkhotakota in 1968 and during the 1970 National Crusade that was organised by the BMIM. 
For this reason, Leroy Albright printed a hymn book with the face of bishop Kamkalamba of 
APIM on its front cover. It was popularly known as the “Kamkalamba hymn book.”
98
   
 
3.5 Establishment BACOMA 
The SBC came to Malawi with the aim of establishing an indigenous church that was self-
supporting and self-propagating.
99
 The implication was that the missionaries would run the 
BMIM while the Malawians should run their local church. Resources from America were 
meant for the American missionaries in Malawi. While the missionaries knew all this, their 
co-workers, the Malawians were left in the dark. Thus the BMIM and Malawian Baptists 




Steven Galatiya was the first Malawian to go for theological training at Gweru in 1963. 
Towards the end of his studies he wanted to know his conditions of employment. The BMIM 
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After his theological studies in 1965, Galatiya was an associate pastor to the multi-racial 
church that congregated at Cliccord House in Limbe. Roy Davidson, who was the 
chairperson of the BMIM at that time, took a unilateral decision in 1966 that Malawians 
should support Steven Galatiya, their “indigenous” pastor. This alarmed Malawians. 
Davidson went further by making two suggestions: that Galatiya should open a bookstall in 
Mwanza, his home town, some one hundred kilometers west of Blantyre near the Malawi-
Mozambique border, as a means of self-support. The second suggestion was that he should go 
to South Africa, his wife‟s home country, as a missionary. In South Africa racial tension was 
high in 1966. This meant that Galatiya would serve in the “Black only” areas. To the 
Malawians the decision was “racist.”
102
 Galatiya had no choice but to leave the multi-racial 
church in Limbe. He started a new church in his house in Newlands. The new church was 





Leroy Albright took a different approach. He used to support Galatiya secretly without the 
knowledge of other missionaries. At that time Albright was the chairperson of the Literature 
and Music Committee of the BMIM. He resigned his post hoping that pastor Dafren Makhaya 
would take over. He wanted a quick transfer of responsibilities to Malawians.
104
 But the 
BMIM never let Makhaya be the chair. He was made the deputy. According to Longwe, if 
Makhaya was made chair, he would have access to American money, something that most 
Baptist missionaries were not prepared to accept. Unlike the Baptist Missionary Society 
working among the Bakongo,
105
 the Southern Baptist missioners in Malawi did not put in 
place proper mechanisms to devolve authority to Malawians. Malawians were not trained to 
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run key institutions such as the Baptist Media Centre, the Baptist Farm and the Baptist 
Publications. Today these institutions are in their doldrums.   
 
In 1969 Davidson discovered that Albright was supporting Galatiya. The BMIM did not like 
this. Albright secretly invited Galatiya, Makhaya and McFarlane Njolomole Phiri to a 
meeting for one week at Chowe in Ntcheu, over two hundred kilometers north of Blantyre. 
He encouraged them to form their own Convention and write the constitution.
106
  In June 
1969 Albright resigned both as the secretary of the BMIM and from the Foreign Mission 
Board of the SBC.
107




The situation became tense. Dr Cornell Goerner, the SBC International Mission Board 
secretary for Africa, was invited from Richmond, Virginia. On Goerner‟s advice, Albright 
rescinded his resignation from the SBC. But Goerner had to transfer him to Zambia so that he 




But this did not go well with three Malawian leaders namely McFarlane Njolomole Phiri, 
Steven Galatiya and Dafren Makhaya. They insisted that Albright should not go to Zambia. 
According to Longwe, in order to silence them the BMIM bought them off.
110
 The 
missionaries managed to convince the three leaders to support the idea that Albright should 
leave Malawi. Once they did that the missionaries would buy them a motorbike each. Upon 
hearing about driving a motorbike, the three Malawians rescinded their decision. But once 





After the departure of Albright the relationship between the BMIM and Malawians remained 
strained. Malawians went ahead to form their organization. Charles Middleton assisted 
Njolomole to draft a constitution. On 26 May 1972,
112
 the Baptist Convention of Malawi was 
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born. It was registered under the Trustees Act of the Laws of Malawi on 25 January 1973.
113
 
The trustees were Njolomole, Galatiya, Makhaya, Christwick Gazamiyala and Yosafati 
Ndege, a member of the APIM. Njolomole was its first president. Makhaya was the secretary 
while Galatiya was the treasurer. 
 
When BACOMA was formed, the organization used to receive limited support from the 
missionaries such as the construction of the church buildings. But pastors neither received 
any salary from the missionaries nor from BACOMA. Again from its inception, BACOMA 
guaranteed the autonomy and freedom of the local churches. The constitution clearly stated 
that  
 
B. Participation by the churches is completely voluntary. 
C.  Neither the Convention nor any of its officers have the authority to interfere with the rights of the 
participating churches or to exercise control over those churches to legislate their local affairs. 
D.  None of the decisions of the Convention automatically becomes binding on any of the participating 
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Schisms in South Africa and Zambia 
4.1 Introduction  
This chapter explores a few examples of Baptist schisms in the neighbouring countries of 
South Africa and Zambia.  In subsequent chapters, comparisons will be made between 
ecclesiastical schisms in Malawi, South Africa and Zambia. 
 
4.2 The beginning of Baptist work in South Africa  
Baptists in South Africa have two roots. Most Baptists came from England while the 
remaining group came from Germany. 
 
The English Baptists came to South Africa in 1820. They were part of a settler party that was 
led by a Methodist minister, Rev W. Shaw.
115
 The Baptists established their first church at 
Assegai River (Salem) under the leadership of W. Shepherd. Another church was established 




According to Kretzschmar, the Baptist Church in Germany was started by Johann Gerhard 
Oncken in 1834 following the Great Awakening Revival.
117
 The first influx of the German 




After some years of ministry, the Baptist churches formed the Baptist Union of South Africa 
(BUSA) in 1877. It was a Union of mainly white South Africans. Membership to the Union 
was based on two conditions. In the first place, only autonomous churches with their own 
constitutions could be members. This was made necessary so that the Union did not control 
the affairs of the local churches. Secondly, only financially “viable” churches could become 
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members. All churches that were unable to pay their financial subscriptions for membership 
were not considered. Thus from the beginning the Union was largely “White” except for two 
“Black” churches; Klerksdorp Baptist and Umgeni Road Baptist which was led by Rev 




4.3 Schisms in South Africa 
Among the South African Baptists, the major causes of conflicts and separation were finances 
and differences in racial-political opinions. Moroka Humphrey Mogashoa has put it straight 
that from the beginning, the Baptist Union of Southern Africa safeguarded its financial 
interests. It was not easy for a black church to join the Union because they were categorised 




The contentious issue of race contributed to the strained relationship between the BUSA and 
the black Transkei Baptist Union (TBU). Kretzschmar writes that the BUSA imbibed the 
ideology of white supremacy. After 1948, though the BUSA often addressed critical 
resolutions to the government, they both preached and practiced segregation of the black and 
the white within their local congregations as well as in national structures.
121
 In 1976 the 
churches in Transkei and Phondoland were not happy with the way in which the officials in 
the BUSA ran the affairs of the church. In the end the TBU seceded from the Union.  
 
The BUSA had demarcated churches and associations according to language boundaries. 
Many people felt that this duplicated the South African government‟s geo-racial divisions.  
According to Kretzschmar, when Transkei was declared “independent” in 1976, the BUSA 
suggested that the churches that were Xhosa speaking should become part of Transkei 
Association and those on the Natal Coast which were Zulu speaking should become part of 
the Natal Association.
122
 Thus the Phondo people who were Xhosa speaking were 
incorporated into the Transkei Association. To many blacks this was nothing but affirming 
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apartheid. Kretzschmar goes on to write that another reason for the secession was that the 
BUSA declined the TBU‟s request to merge.  Rev. Nkuhlu of Transkei states that:  
 
In 1980-81 we asked whether we could be linked with them, they said „no‟, it was not permitted by their 
constitution. This constitution of theirs had become an idol. It has since also caused problems between the 
Union and the Convention…The Union wanted Transkei to become an association of the Union. But we knew 
that this was a meaningless thing. We wanted to have an identity to be equal to others within the Union. Instead 
we were treated like children. Our complaints and views were not heard. For this reason we withdrew and 




In terms of political differences, Mogashoa states that whites accused the Baptist Convention 
which was predominately black, of having radical views, politically motivated and 
inclined.
124
 But even the BUSA members had different political views. Fredrick Hale states 
that some members of the BUSA supported
125
 the Kairos Document while others were 
against it. Most whites condemned it. For instance, Edward Cain regarded the document as 
based solidly on Marxist-Leninist ideological concepts with “the sprinkling of biblical 
quotations to give it a religious flavour.”
126
 Cain‟s magazine, the Signposts, was sent to many 
Baptist ministers and members. After the 1985 annual assembly, BUSA issued a critical 
statement to the State President. Some members of the right wing within the church rejected 
the statement and distanced themselves from the criticism:  
 
It was clear from the action of the last Assembly that our decision to embroil our denomination in politics was 
taken without the priority of all our churches. Delegates voted as they saw it…and they were probably swayed 




Furthermore, Hale states that some members of the BUSA were in favour of the Rustenburg 
Conference
128
 while others were not. One of them who supported it was the former BUSA 
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president Ellis André. For André, the BUSA in the past took many resolutions but its witness 
was defective. The BUSA was “pietistic but less faithful to the gospel.”
129
 But as for another 
member of BUSA, Peter Hammond, the Conference was “rubber stamped by the ANC and 




Mogashoa argues that the BUSA dominated the affairs of the Baptist church. In 1980 the 
BUSA gave the Special Baptist Associations six years to dissolve and join the Union. These 
associations included the Baptist Convention of South Africa (BCSA), the Afrikaanse 
Baptiste Kerk (ABK), the National Indian Baptist Association (NIBA) and the Baptist 
Association of South Africa (BASA). This did not go well with the BCSA. They were not 
prepared to be assimilated into the Union. Rather, the BCSA opted for a merger. The 
negotiations for the merger began in 1982, when the BCSA, during its annual general 
assembly, appointed a subcommittee to make “concrete proposals to unify the Baptists in 
South Africa.”
131
 This resolution was also affirmed during the BCSA‟s annual assembly of 
that took place at the Bochabelo in 1985. However, as for the Afrikaans-speaking ABK, it 
opposed any move to eradicate apartheid in the BUSA and stopped attending the merger 
meetings. During its annual general meeting at Ethembeni in the Orange Free State, the 
BCSA insisted that there should be one theological college, that finances and properties 
should equally belong to all, and that there should be no merger without equality.
132
 But the 
BUSA could not yield to these demands. The president and the general secretary of the 
BCSA were invited to the BUSA‟s annual assembly which took place in Cape Town in 
October 1987. They were quizzed about the merger. During this assembly, the BUSA 
proposed that four representatives from each side should reconvene the talks about the 
merger. While these representatives were on the way to Cape Town to attend the BCSA‟s 
annual general meeting which began on 28 December 1987 to 1 January 1988,
133
 and before 
the president and the general secretary of the BCSA could table the BUSA‟s proposal, the 
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BCSA had resolved to stand as an independent body and withdrew its association status from 
the BUSA.
134
  The BCSA emphasised that it would later consult with the BUSA regarding 
the implementation of the merger.
135
 In 1988, the BCSA became a member of the All African 
Baptist Fellowship (AABF) and joined the South African Council of Churches (SACC).
136
  
Mogashoa writes that the constitution of the BCSA was amended in 1988 to accommodate 





4.4 Baptist work in Zambia  
Baptist work in Zambia started in 1905 as an interdenominational mission work when two 
British missionaries, William Arthur Phillips and Henry Masters, moved from Malawi (then 
Nyasaland) into what is now the Copperbelt Province of Zambia (then Northern Rhodesia), in 
order to establish a mission station. Phillips had been a member of the Metropolitan 
Tabernacle in the days of Charles Huddon Spurgeon in England. He went to Nyasaland as a 
missionary in 1901. Phillips and Masters were missionaries working under the Nyasa 
Industrial Mission (NIM), an interdenominational faith mission founded by Joseph Booth.
138
 
In Zambia they settled in the Lambaland, Kapopo district in Ndola. They established the 
Kafulafuta mission. The major activities were evangelisation, education and translation of the 
Bible into Lamba. By 1912 a boarding school had been set up.
139
 Due to financial problems, 
the mission was adopted by the South African Baptist Mission Society in 1914. Clement 




In 1955 the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) missionaries in Southern Rhodesia 
(Zimbabwe) agreed to set up a committee to go to Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia to study 
the possibilities of extending their mission field there. In May 1956, three missionaries, Clyde 
Dotson, Gerald Harvey and Bill Wester, were sent to Northern Rhodesia on a fact-finding 
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mission. Finally, Tom and Mary Small and Zebedee and Evelyn Moss were sent to Zambia as 
the first SBC missionaries in November 1959 and settled in Kitwe working under the Baptist 
Mission of Central Africa (BMCA).
141
 The Baptist Mission in Central Africa later changed its 
name to Baptist Mission in Zambia (BMZ) in1964 after Zambia became independent. The 
Baptist Convention of Zambia (BCZ) was formed through the missionary work of the BMZ 
missionaries in 1974. 
 
4.5 Schisms in Zambia  
In Zambia, Reinhard Ludwig Frey writes that the administration of Rev Peter Chintala, who 
was the general secretary of the Zambian Baptist Association, contributed to the split between 
the church and its local partners because of the way he ran the affairs of the church.
142
 
According to Pastor Victor Kanyense of Kabwata Reformed Baptist Church, Chintala 
misappropriated church funds. 
 
 If he took his car to the garage, for instance, and he was charged R50.00, he would write R500.00. The church 




The tension between Chintala and the church was very high as he left for further studies in 
the USA in 1990. Frey further writes that in May 1991 Chintala was disciplined and dropped 
as the general secretary. But he did not accept the discipline. When he returned from the 
USA, he gathered a good number of pastors who were loyal to him. He told them that he was 
going to start a new ministry and therefore they should rally behind him. About 90% of 
Kwacha Union Baptist Church and the whole of Twatasha Baptist church followed him. They 
formed a new church. It was registered with the registrar of societies on 10 March 1991 as the 




Another conflict which subsequently led to the formation of the Baptist Fellowship of 
Zambian (BFZ) was between the Baptist Mission in Zambia of the SBC and the Baptist 
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Convention of Zambia in 1995 based on Southern Baptist missionary work. Though there 
were some elements of racial tension, the major cause of the split was church polity. A month 
after its formation, the BCZ requested the Baptist Mission in Zambia to remove a certain 
missionary from the seminary due to his alleged racial bias. But the missionaries refused to 
do so. This caused some tension. According to Pastor Conrad Mbewe of Kabwata Reformed 
Baptist church, during the 10
th
 anniversary in 1984, the BCZ national executive proposed 
changes to the constitution that would give it more administrative powers over member 
churches. This was strongly opposed by the BMZ. The BMZ regarded this as an infringement 




Secondly, Pastor Victor Kanyense narrated that, in 1992, the BCZ proposed that any 
missionary coming to work in Zambia under the BMZ should get an endorsement from the 
BCZ. The BCZ informed the government about this new development.  Thus some 
missionaries whose work permits had expired failed to get them renewed. The BCZ insisted 
that if the BMZ did not agree they should leave Zambia. The BMZ appealed to the Zambian 
government on this issue, but the government sided with the BCZ. Hence, the BMZ sued the 
Zambian government. The BCZ was assisted by the Dean of Law at the University of Zambia 
who was also a Baptist. But the High Court dismissed the case saying it was a family affair 
between the BCZ and the BMZ. However, some Zambian pastors protested against the BCZ. 
They sided with the American missionaries. But the BCZ maintained its position. In the end 
the “protesters” registered another convention called the Baptist Fellowship of Zambia (BFZ) 
in 1995. The missionaries realised that in order to have a good working relationship with the 
nationals, they had to soften some of their policies.
146
 At present the ZBF works with the 
American missionaries (the SBC) while the BCZ does not. Since I did not go to Zambia to 
carry out further research, my knowledge about the two Conventions is limited. 
 
4.6 Conclusion  
From this account, it is clear that Baptists in different parts of the world face various 
challenges. These include racial tensions, financial mismanagement and challenges related to 
the structure of the Baptist church.  Later in the thesis, comparisons will be made between 
these schisms and those that occurred in Malawi. The focus will be to find similarities and 
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differences between these countries, while paying particular attention to the organisational 
structure of the Baptist church. Is the problem of church government in the Baptist Church a 





























Pastor Samuel Malabwanya’s leadership in BACOMA and the 




While chapter three surveyed the establishment of the Baptist Mission in Malawi and the 
subsequent formation of BACOMA and chapter four explored some Baptist schisms in South 
Africa and Zambia, this chapter critically examines the life and vocation of Pastor Samuel 
Lazarus Malabwanya. He was a member of the BACOMA executive committee for twelve 
years and served as its secretary for eight years. In 1992 he seceded from BACOMA and 
formed the Indigenous Baptist Convention of Malawi (IBCM). Having been in BACOMA for 
a long period, he was singled out as a case study in order to understand causes for schisms 
and how they relate to Baptist ecclesiology, particularly church government. 
 
5.2 Malabwanya’s early life 
Pastor Samuel Lazarus Malabwanya was born in Msiyankhuni village, Nsanje district, the 
most southern district of Malawi bordering Mozambique, on 4 July 1948. Both parents were 
blind. In the second half of the 1950s they moved to Blantyre, some one hundred and twenty-
five kilometres north of Nsanje.
147
 As they were roaming about in the streets, they were 
spotted by Effie Cameron. Effie Cameron was an expatriate American member of the Baptist 
Church. She took them into her home and provided the Malabwanya family with the basic 
necessities. She attended the Baptist church which was fellowshipping at Cliccord House in 
Limbe within Blantyre. Since she did not have a car, a Baptist couple, Beverly and Gene 
Kingsley, Southern Baptist Convention missionaries living in Blantyre, used to transport her 
to and from the church. The young Samuel, his sister Fanny and the parents joined them.
148
 In 
this way the whole family became Baptist. This was in 1961. 
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At first Malabwanya was a member of the African General Mission
149
 church, today called 
the Africa Evangelical Church of Malawi. He was baptised in 1964 by a missionary called 
Thomas.
150
 Later on Gene Kingsley took the young Malabwanya into his home and sent him 
to school up to standard 8. Apart from assisting in the domestic chores, Malabwanya proved 
to be a good interpreter to the Kingsley family. Through his association with the missionaries, 
he became fluent in English. 
 
5.3 Malabwanya as a pastor 
Malabwanya attended the Bible school in Lilongwe from 1968 to1970. In 1971 he went to 
Gweru Baptist Theological Seminary in Zimbabwe. He married Chrissie Galatiya in 1972.
151
 




After graduating he became the pastor of the New Jerusalem Baptist church which had been 
founded by his father-in-law seven years earlier. At the same time he was employed by the 
BMIM at the Baptist Media Centre as the producer and teacher of religious programmes. The 
BMIM used to produce recorded gospel messages on audio tapes which were then distributed 
to the Baptist members for listening.
153
 The messages were also aired on the Malawi 
Broadcasting Corporation (MBC), the only radio station at that time.  
 
While serving the church in Blantyre, he was elected vice-secretary, the secretary and later 
the chairperson of the Blantyre Association. At Convention level, he served as the deputy 
general secretary in 1979. He was the general secretary of BACOMA from 1980 to 1986. In 
1987 he was elected the vice-president and in 1988 he was elected the president, a position 
that he held up to 1989 when he was removed from office. He was in BACOMA executive 
committee for twelve years. Finally, on 13 September 1992, he seceded from BACOMA and 
not in 1993 as noted by Longwe.
154
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5.4 A critical examination of Malabwanya’s administration in the light of the Baptist 
church government and his secession from BACOMA  
In assessing the secession of Malabwanya from BACOMA, six factors will be examined. 
Many interviewees gave a positive description of Malabwanya.
155
 But in spite of such a 
description, he seceded from BACOMA.  
 
5.4.1 The emerging cracks in the BACOMA executive committee: power shifts from the 
Southern to the Central and the Northern Malawi  
As it has already been outlined in chapter three, there were more Baptist missionaries in 
Zomba and Blantyre in the 1960s and 1970s, and Baptist work grew faster in the South than 
in the two sister regions of Malawi.
156
 For this reason, most of the key leaders of BACOMA 
during the 1970s came from the South as shown in the table below. For example, Stephen 
Galatiya was the treasurer for sixteen consecutive years while McFarland Njolomole Phiri was 
the president for nine consecutive years. From 1971 to 1987, all the secretaries for BACOMA 
came from Southern Malawi.  Mackenzie Likatho was the secretary for six consecutive years. 
Malabwanya was the secretary for eight consecutive years. All these officers came from the 
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Table 1: BACOMA’s presidents, secretaries and some treasurers 1971-2008 
Name  Position  Dates  Area  
McFarland 
Njolomole Phiri 
President  1971-1980 (Nine 
years) 
South  
Bamusi P. Kanowa  President  1980-1987 and 1989-
1992 
Centre 
WAC Chisi President  1987-1988 Centre 
Samuel Malabwanya  President 1988-1989 South  
Bamusi P. Kanowa President  1990-1992 Centre 
Emmanuel 
Chinkwita Phiri  
President  1992-1994; 2000-
2004 
Centre 
Rueben Nkhata President  1994-1998 Centre 
George Mwase President  1998-2000 North  
Booker K Banda President  2004-2006 Centre 





Steven Galatiya  Treasurer  1971-1987 (16 
years) 
South 
William Mallungo  Treasurer 1987-1988 Central 
S.J. Maya  Treasurer  1988-1989  
 
South 
Dafren G. Makhaya Secretary  1971-1973  South  
Mackenzie Likatho Secretary  1973-1979  South  
Samuel Malabwanya  Secretary  1980-1987  South  
Booker K Banda  Secretary  1987-1988 Centre 
Medson Kachasu 
Gama  
Secretary  1988-1989 South  
William J. Mallungo  Secretary  1989-1990 Centre  
Fletcher Kaiya  Secretary  1990-1996 Centre 
Akim Chirwa
158
 Secretary  1996-2001 North  
Fletcher Kaiya
159
 Secretary  2001-2007 Centre 
                                                 
157
 The BACOMA constitution allows each president to serve two consecutive two year terms. I am assuming 
that Vincent Chirwa will finish his term in 2010. 
158
 BACOMA established the Secretariat in 1996. Akim Chirwa was the first General Secretary to work full 
time on a five year contact. He was not employed through voting. His employment was based on merit. Before 
the secretariat was established, the secretary, like any other officer, was elected through voting. He was not an 






  Secretary  2007 to date  North  
 
 
But the late 1980s witnessed power shifting to the Central region in particular and the North 
to some extent. Baptist work in Lilongwe grew faster due to the good foundation laid by Jean 
and Leroy Albright.
161
 It was the Lilongwe Association that produced the first Baptist 
graduate pastor in 1987, namely, Emmanuel Chinkwita. Many missionaries came to 
Lilongwe after the city was declared the new capital of Malawi in 1975. This further 
diminished the influence of Zomba. In the 1980s, Lilongwe and the Northern region 
produced a good number of pastors with diplomas in theology unlike the old pastors who 
managed to obtain just a certificate in theology or were trained at the Bible school. Some of 
them were Emmanuel Chinkwita, Fletcher Kaiya, Akim Chirwa, George Mwase, Hany 




But why is there regional division in BACOMA? Both in BACOMA and in Malawi, 
regionalism is a very complex subject.
163
 Two possible causes of regionalism in BACOMA 
can be explained by firstly looking at the history of SBC missionary work in Malawi, and 
secondly, to some extent, by looking at the political landscape in Malawi during the Banda 
regime from 1964 to 1994. SBC missionaries were concentrated in Southern Malawi. 
 
From a political point of view, some of the policies of the first president of Malawi, Dr. 
Banda, favoured the people of Central Malawi, especially the Chewa, to some extent. Dr. 
Banda came from the Centre. Chichewa, the language that is commonly spoken in the Centre, 
was declared the national language in 1968. It was the only Malawian language that was aired 
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on the Malawi Broadcasting Corporation, the only radio station at that time, as well as the 
only language that was taught in Malawian schools before the advent of multi-party politics 
in 1994. Other local languages were banned. Thus Banda was promoting the Chewa culture 
as the Malawi culture.  Central Malawi became the stronghold of the then ruling, and the only 
political party, the Malawi Congress Party (MCP). Furthermore, all the cabinet ministers that 
opposed Banda soon after Malawi got independence in 1964 were from the North and 
South.
164
 When Banda took the decision to move the capital city from Zomba in southern 
Malawi to Lilongwe in the centre, some prominent Malawians, such as Chief Kumtumanje of 
Zomba, opposed him.
165
 In 1989 Banda ordered that all teachers who originally came from 
the North, and were teaching in the South and Centre, should go back to their home region. In 
the same year, the government introduced the quota system as a basis for entry to the 
University of Malawi. Each district in each region was granted only a specific number of 
places for the university entrants.  
 
But why were the policies of Banda regional-based? According to Williams, when Malawi 
became independent in 1964, Banda was against the rapid Africanisation of the civil service, 
because the Chewa of Central Malawi, kinsmen of Dr Banda, had produced very few 
secondary school graduates. Therefore, any comprehensive Africanisation would establish 
their rivals from Northern Malawi and some districts in the South such as Zomba and 
Blantyre, in senior places in the civil service.
166
 Williams further asserts that during the 
colonial era, the Northern region offered introductory primary classes to a much large 
proportion of its young people. Thus the Northern region accounted for a higher proportion of 
Malawi‟s stock of skilled manpower and produced more entrants to the University of Malawi 
in relation to its population than any other part of the country.
167
 The Northern dominance 
within the educated elite had long been felt keenly by the Chewa, whose educational 
achievement had been much less impressive.
168
  Lwanda also affirms that since the North had 
an early advantage of missionary education, their social position was much stronger in the 
country. As such, they tended to constitute a threat to Banda‟s efforts of promoting his 
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 Chirwa has taken the position that the quota system was intended to manipulate the 
country‟s educational system because previously, the North, with about 12% of the country‟s 
population,
170
 had accounted for about half of the university entrants.
171
 With only five 
districts in the North, against nine in the Centre and ten in the South, it meant a major 
reduction of Northerners making it through to the university. The selection was not based on 
merit.  
 
During the 1993 national referendum on whether to adopt multi-party politics or not, the 
North and South voted for multi-party politics while the Centre strongly supported Banda and 
voted against the introduction of multi-party politics even though they lost.
172
 Up to this day, 
regionalism has not been eliminated despite the introduction of democracy in 1994.  
 
However, one point should be clarified. Regionalism in BACOMA is a complex issue. 
Politics in Malawi is based on the “region of origin” of a person. But this is not necessarily 
the case with BACOMA. My interpretation of regionalism in BACOMA is not based on the 
“place of origin” but rather on the “place of residence” of a person. For instance, Pastor 
Fletcher Kaiya, though he comes from the Centre, is more popular in the South where he 
lives. Pastor Vincent Chirwa comes from the North, but he has more support in the South 
where he is pastoring a church in Blantyre. In 2006, after eighteen years, Chirwa was the first 
president to come from the “South” since Malabwanya in 1988. During the 2008 BACOMA 
AGM, delegates from South, “after praying and fasting,” were convinced that the president 
and the general secretary would come from the South. Pastor Akim Chirwa sent me an email 
which read: 
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When the delegates from the South were going to the Convention they were already convinced that God had 
chosen the president and the general secretary. Prayer and fasting confirmed and the "Lord" impressed upon 
them that whoever was going to be in opposition, would be fighting against God. If the Nkhotakota
173
 
convention was going to turn against God's clear direction they were going to pull out and form another 
Convention.
174
 (Italics added).  
 
Mrs. Jacqueline Kalenga also said that the South was prepared “to pull out of BACOMA if the 





5.4.2 The resignation of Chisi and the aftermath of the 1988 BACOMA AGM 
Another point worthy considering is the resignation of Pastor W.A.C Chisi and the aftermath 
of the 1988 BACOMA AGM. Chisi tendered his resignation as the president of BACOMA 
after serving less than a year in June 1988. His deputy, Malabwanya, took over. According to 
his letter of resignation, Chisi had too much work since he was also serving as the director of 
Bible Way Correspondence.
176
 But the pressure was more than administrative work. There 
was a general consensus in the BACOMA executive committee that the Baptist missionaries 
were not helpful. The BACOMA executive committee was not happy when the missionaries 
sold the trucks used in the distribution of relief food.
177
 The BACOMA executive committee 
wanted the missionaries to leave Malawi. But according to some members in the committee, 
Chisi was not doing enough to push the matter further.
178
 Chisi went on to say that 
Malabwanya wanted the presidency. But Malabwanya‟s opinion was that he (Malabwanya) 
wanted an indigenous BACOMA that was led and controlled by Malawians.
179
 Whether it is 
true that Malabwanya wanted the presidency or not, Chisi, who came from the Centre, 
tendered his resignation and Malabwanya, who came from the South, took over. 
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But Chisi was very elusive in answering questions related to the conflict with the missionaries. He talked more 
after I had switched off the tape recorder. 
179





The 1988 BACOMA AGM took place at Jali in Zomba for the first time in fourteen years. 
Both Chisi and Nkhata concurred that after the resignation of Chisi, Malabwanya made every 
effort for the AGM to take place in Zomba, the stronghold of the Baptist church in the South, 
even though it was very far for the delegates from the North and the Centre. This meant that 
more members around Zomba and Blantyre attended the meeting. This was important when 
electing new office bearers. According to the constitution of BACOMA, each church had one 
vote.
180
 But according to Pastor Rueben Nkhata, some churches from Zomba and Blantyre 
had more than one voting members.
181
 But Malabwanya said the AGM took place in the 
South because he wanted to introduce a rotational system based on the regions. The last time 
the AGM took place in Zomba was in 1974. However, once the elections were conducted, the 
president, the secretary and the treasurer came from the South while the deputies came from 
the Centre.
182
 According to Rueben Nkhata, some people shouted joyfully “Mwera 
yapambana!” (The South has emerged victoriously).
183
 Thus there was regionalism within 
BACOMA. Regionalism became more pronounced during the 1989 dispute and the 




5.4.3 Malabwanya’s volte-face 
Another factor that led to the schism was Malabwanya‟s change of heart to reconcile with the 
Baptist missionaries. Early in 1989 the Baptist missionaries sold trucks that were used for 
relief food distribution without consulting the BACOMA executive committee (EC). For this 
reason, on 29 March 1989, the BACOMA EC decided to send all SBC missionaries home.
185
 
Two weeks later the BMIM and the BACOMA EC held a meeting at the Bible School on 15 
April. Present during this crucial meeting was the SBC area representative for Africa Dr John 
Faulkner and another SBC official Bill Phillips. In a twist of events Malabwanya and some 
members of the BACOMA EC apologised except for Kapalamula Banda and Alufeyo Phiri. 
According to Kapalamula Banda the missionaries were alleged to have influenced some key 
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BACOMA leaders to change their stance.
186
 Pastors Rueben Nkhata and Chinkwita Phiri 
were of the view that Malabwanya and Chisi played a role in the perceived betrayal of 
BACOMA.
187
 Whether Malabwanya acted alone to change his mind or not is a matter of 
individual opinion. According to Kapalamula Banda, Malabwanya‟s decision to reconcile 
with the missionaries made him very unpopular especially in Central Malawi and created 
more enemies for himself. Thus his public rating started declining. 
 
5.4.4 Missionaries’ perceived lack of love 
The BMIM-BACOMA meeting deepened the already sour relationship between the 
missionaries and BACOMA. The two bodies had not been in each other‟s good books for a 
long time.  
 
David Barrett has argued that the failure of missionaries to understand the society, religion 
and psychology of the African, which is the failure to actualize the biblical concept of love, is 
one of the principal causes of church schisms.
188
 Much as the SBC had good intention of 
spreading the gospel, it seems as if they did not live to the expectations of Malawians as far 
as brotherly love or philadelphia was concerned. The point that I make is not that the 
missionaries “hated” Malawians, but rather Malawians had different expectations from the 
missionaries while the missionaries had different policies. The missionaries set up two 
organisations, BACOMA and the BMIM. The two bodies were like two parallel rail lines that 
go in the same direction but never meet. I will give a few examples to illustrate this point.  
 
As it has been noted in chapter three, Roy Davidson, a missionary in Blantyre took the 
unilateral decision in 1966 that Malawians should support Steven Galatiya, their 
“indigenous” pastor.
189
 Malawians were not happy with this decision. Furthermore, Leroy 
Albright did wonderful work in pioneering Baptist work in Lilongwe in the 1960s. He was 
very close to the local people, even to some Baptist groups like the Achewa Providence 
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Industrial Mission. This did not please some SBC missionaries in Malawi. He was transferred 




5.5 Malabwanya’s sour relationship with pastors Chinkwita and Nkhata: The case of 
the Institute for Church Growth 
Instead of pursuing a policy that would win him more friends, Malabwanya adopted a policy 
that pushed his colleagues into the periphery. It seems Malabwanya wanted a strong 
centralized administration. His relationship with Pastors Emanuel Chinkwita and Rueben 
Nkhata helps to understand his character and subsequently, his secession from BACOMA. 
 
Chinkwita and Nkhata had known each other back in the 1970s when the latter was leading 
Chichiri Baptist Church.
191
 When Chinkwita joined the Baptist Church it was Nkhata who 
baptised him. In mid 1989 Chinkwita became the director of the Institute for Church Growth 
(ICG) in Malawi. The ICG was an interdenominational evangelistic para-church organisation. 
Chinkwita and Nkhata worked together. Short term missionaries used to come to Malawi to 
train leaders in church affairs.
192
 In compliance with immigration procedures, such visitors 
had to be cleared under a duly registered body in Malawi. In November 1989, Chinkwita 
cleared the missionaries under the Baptist Bible School since the school was registered under 
the BMIM. The BMIM was working with local churches in Malawi through BACOMA. The 
Immigration Department did not make any objections. After all, Chinkwita was the deputy 
president and the director of the Bible School and Nkhata was the deputy treasurer of 
BACOMA.  
 
But Malabwanya had a different opinion. He accused Chinkwita of operating behind his 
back. “He brought the visitors without my knowledge. BACOMA did not know.”
193
 To 
Malabwanya, this was a sign of insubordination. On 30 November 1989, Malabwanya wrote 
a letter to Chinkwita and Nkhata demanding an explanation why they cleared the visitors 
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 After waiting for two weeks without reply, he wrote another letter to 
the police. The second letter was not copied to the two pastors. The letter read: 
 
Please refer to my letter of 30 November, 1989 which I wrote to Rev. E. Chinkwita and Rev. R. L. Nkhata 
seeking for their explanation to the above subject and up to this day they have not responded yet. This to me is a 
clear evidence that the two alleged were not authorized by the Convention and what they did was illegal. 
 
Therefore sir, I am surrendering to you the two alleged to deal with them accordingly. Meanwhile, I am calling 





The police at the Soche station were alarmed. They thought the two pastors were against Dr 
Banda.
196
 To deal with them “accordingly” in the days of the dictatorial regime of Dr Banda, 
could mean death or detention at the notorious Mikuyu prison without trial. According to 
Pastor Chinkwita, the police thought that the two pastors had committed a grave crime which 
needed immediate attention before top government officials knew about it. For this reason, 





Chinkwita was summoned to appear before the police. But the police were shocked when he 
narrated the whole story.
198
 There was no case to answer. Moreover, Chinkwita was well 
known in the area. The matter was closed as far as the police were concerned.  
 
But Malabwanya had to live by every word of his letter. On the same day (18
 
December) he 
wrote another letter calling for an emergency BACOMA EC meeting to be held in Zomba.
199
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The two pastors (Nkhata and Chinkwita) were expelled from BACOMA and they ceased to 




This clash between Malabwanya with the two pastors revealed a chasm in the BACOMA EC 
once again along regional lines. All those who attended the emergency meeting in Zomba 
were from the Southern region of Malawi. Kapalamula Banda, who came from Central 
Malawi, did not turn up. Both Chinkwita and Nkhata
201
 were from the Centre. After expelling 
them from the BACOMA EC, Pastors D. Lichapa and Shadreck Phiri, both from Southern 
Malawi, replaced them. The entire executive committee came from the South. The meeting 
itself took place in Zomba, the stronghold of the Baptist church in the region. Polarization in 
the BACOMA EC widened each day. It is also interesting to note that during this conflict 
only the signature of Malabwanya appeared on the letters and minutes.  
 
5.6 The December 1989 Lilongwe Association meeting and its aftermath 
Another factor that contributed to Malabwanya‟s secession from BACOMA was the 
Lilongwe Association meeting that was held from 5 to 6 December 1989. To the supporters 
of Malabwanya and those who followed every clause of the constitution, the meeting “was 
illegal. It was organised by a group of people who brought confusion in BACOMA.”
202
 To 
those who opposed him, the meeting was necessary for the common good of BACOMA. 
Others were of the opinion that Malabwanya was wrongly removed from the office.
203
 
However, an observer needs to take a critical distance and observe the events as they unfold. 
 
There were two factors that led to the calling of this meeting. Firstly, in June 1989 the 
BACOMA EC came up with twelve conditions that must be met by any person who intended 
to be a BACOMA leader.
204
 The most controversial one was that such a person must have 
pastored a church for at least four years. The Lilongwe Association rejected these resolutions. 
The Association further stated that it would not pay its financial contributions during the 
1989 BACOMA AGM. The Lilongwe Association went on to state that it had lost confidence 
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in the BACOMA leadership.
205
 In reply Malabwanya informed the Lilongwe Association that 





The second reason was the disruption and pandemonium that ensued during the AGM which 
took place in August 1989. The people from Lilongwe wanted to discuss the twelve points. 
But they were unsuccessful. Therefore, they caused mayhem. In the end Malabwanya 




Therefore, because of all this, some leaders in Lilongwe felt that they should do something. 
Looking at the correspondence, it seems Major M.A. Chinjala, who was an army officer at 
Moyale Barracks, and the two senior pastors Galatiya and Kanowa, played a leading role in 
calling this meeting. Chinjala advised the two pastors to:  
 
…call an emergency EC meeting. The BACOMA EC should go out of the room. The delegates should debate in 
their absence and later on the EC should be brought in and tell them all that the house has deliberated and all the 





After receiving this letter, the two pastors (Kanowa and Galatiya) probably contacted the 
Lilongwe Association. This was so because the meeting that Chinjala had suggested was not 
called by the two pastors, but by the Lilongwe Association.
209
 Malabwanya advised the 
secretary of Lilongwe Association that the meeting should not take place since it was 
illegal.
210
 But the meeting went ahead. Delegates dissolved the BACOMA executive 
committee and elected an interim one to run the affairs of BACOMA up to the next AGM 
due August 1990. Kanowa, from the Centre, was elected interim president. The meeting 
expressed its concern that the old committee had not given the financial report for two years. 
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After the Lilongwe meeting was over, Malabwanya called an emergency BACOMA EC. The 
meeting expelled from BACOMA all the churches that belonged to the Lilongwe Association 
except for Falls Baptist, Capital City Baptist and Lilongwe Baptist. The meeting also 
terminated Kanowa‟s employment as a home missionary and advised all the associations that 
cooperated with the BACOMA EC not to send students to the seminary.
212
 Furthermore, the 
“Malabwanya” meeting did not recognize the Lilongwe meeting. It was like the Eastern 
Orthodox Church and the Western Roman Catholic church excommunicating each other. 
Therefore, as 1989 ended, there were “two Conventions” though this was not official.  The 
Malabwanya Convention in Southern Malawi was called the “Blantyre Convention” while 
that of the Centre and the North was popularly known as the “Lilongwe Convention.” The 
split was imminent.  
 
5.6.1 An assessment of the split in the light of the 1989 BACOMA Constitution and 
Baptist church government 
According to Article 7 (c) of the 1989 constitution, the executive committee was empowered 
to call for an AGM at least 30 days in advance. But the Lilongwe meeting was not called by 
the executive committee. It was called at two week‟s notice. Whether it was mandated to 
dissolve the executive committee and elect an interim one is debatable. As for the 
“Malabwanya” meeting, Article 7 (2) empowered the president to call for a special executive 
committee meeting as Malabwanya did. But the power to dismiss any member, group of 
people or a BACOMA church rested in the hands of the Convention. Whether in expelling 
some of the Lilongwe churches from BACOMA Malabwanya acted according to the Baptist 
system of church government or it was a unilateral decision, is a matter of personal opinion. 
Did the two “Conventions” act in the spirit of congregationalism? Any conclusion that one 
makes will depend largely on three things: how the Baptist church government is understood, 
how one interprets the BACOMA constitution and whether the doctrine of necessity was the 
only solution in order to achieve the common good for BACOMA.  
 
                                                 
211






Apart from the constitutionality of the two meetings, another crucial outcome of these 
meetings was the division of BACOMA along regional lines.
213
 The Lilongwe meeting 
elected the president, the secretary and the treasurer from the Central region as shown in the 
table below. Andrew Namalima, who was elected the vice-secretary, came from Southern 
Malawi. He was elected in absentia. He turned down the position.
214
 The “Malabwanya” 
meeting also sacked the vice-president and the vice-treasurer who were from Central Malawi 
and replaced them with those from the South. But following the 1988 BACOMA elections, 
the president, the secretary and the treasurer came from the South. Thus by December 1989, 
the BACOMA EC was explicitly divided along regional lines as shown below. 
 
Table 2: The 1988 to 1989 official BACOMA executive committee
215
  
Name Position  Area  
S.L. Malabwanya President  South  
Kachasu Gama Secretary  South  
S.J. Maya  Treasurer  South  
 
Table 3: The Lilongwe “Convention” executive committee 
Name Position  Area  
Bamusi P. Kanowa President  Centre 
William Mallungo Secretary  Centre 
B. Alufeyo Phiri  Treasurer  Centre  
 
 
Furthermore, Pastor Wilfred Kalenga was a home missionary in the Lower Shire, the home 
area of Malabwanya. He supported the “Blantyre Convention”. He could not let Kanowa, the 
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By this time it was clear that the BACOMA executive committee would split.  During the 
emergency meeting that Malabwanya called, Kachasu Gama preached on the theme 
“kulekana sikuchimwa” (separation is not wrong). His message was based on the separation 
of Barnabas and Paul as recorded in Acts 15:36-39.
217
 What was needed was a final straw to 
break the BACOMA unity. 
 
5.7 The Final push: the 1992 AGM and the amendment to the Constitution 
As the year 1989 drew to a close, the two “Conventions” did not reconcile. Neither of them 
recognised the other. However, members of BACOMA seemed to have recognized the 
Lilongwe Convention as the official Convention. Two reasons could be suggested. Apart 
from receiving support from the Central Malawi, the Lilongwe executive committee was well 
supported by members from Northern Malawi even though the region had no member in the 
committee. Secondly, the Lilongwe committee was recognized by the BMIM. Kanowa, who 
was the president of the Lilongwe “convention”, had written the BMIM. He said that 
BACOMA was ready to work with them. During the 1990 BACOMA elections, the 
president, the secretary and the treasurer came from the Centre. Thus Malabwanya and his 
group were further alienated (see table 1). 
  
The 1990 BACOMA executive committee discovered that Malabwanya and his group had 
misappropriated K33,762.06.
218
  Crucial was the K2 634.25 that Malabwanya had received 
from the Baptist World Alliance (BWA) for him to go to South Korea. He did not go and he 
used the money for his personal needs. He accepted his mistake and promised to pay the 
money back. By 1992 he had paid K500.00.
219
 He was put on discipline and was told not to 
minister at his church. But he continued to be involved in the affairs of the church and kept 
the BACOMA seal. After some struggle, while he was attending the funeral of his brother, 
the BACOMA executive committee sent Pastors Kaiya, Chirwa and Govati and a missionary 
to set a new locking system in the church. These pastors said that the church could be opened 
only if Malabwanya did not interfere in the affairs of the church.
220
 But Longwe, who in 1992 
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was serving as a pastor at the Living Stones Baptist in Blantyre, advised Malabwanya to go to 




All went according to the plan. At an earlier date Malabwanya apologised to the BACOMA 
executive committee. During the 1992 AGM, the executive committee reported the matter to 
the Convention. But one point became contentious. In his apology Malabwanya had stated 
that since he was on discipline he was not given his salary. But one delegate from his church 
told the AGM that this was not true. Malabwanya counter argued that he never said this. The 
AGM accused him of dishonesty. The AGM never discussed whether to lift the discipline or 
not. According to the BACOMA annual report “Zinthu zinangotheramo” (the matter just 
ended without any conclusion).
222
 The AGM moved to another item on the agenda. Longwe 
and some pastors, who were prepared to support Malabwanya as it was planned, found it 






On 29 August, the last day of the Convention, the same AGM adopted and approved the 
amended constitution. This was the first amendment since the formation of BACOMA in 
1972. Before the amendment, the constitution had no proper mechanisms or procedures of 
barring a person from holding any position in BACOMA. The amended constitution read: 
 
The Convention shall suspend a leader holding office for two or more years provided it is 
passed by two thirds majority vote from a secrete ballot, if in the view of the Convention the 
leader in question is: 
A. Misusing or misappropriating or has misappropriated the Convention‟s money or 
property. 
B. Using his position to gain favours from within or outside the Convention, or 
compelling others to go along with him in his vision deemed contrary to the 




Whether it was a mere coincidence that the constitution was amended at the same time that 
Malabwanya wanted to come back, or it was intended to bar him from occupying any 
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position in BACOMA is not known. Pastor Andrew Namalima, Malabwanya‟s close friend, 
is of the view that the constitution was amended to block Malabwanya from occupying any 
position in BACOMA.
225
 Malabwanya holds the same opinion.
226
 Malabwanya left before the 
official closing of the AGM.
227
 Two weeks later, after more than thirty years of service in 
BACOMA, he left the church. Later he formed the Indigenous Baptist Convention of Malawi 
(IBCM). 
 
5.7.1 An assessment of Malabwanya’s leaving BACOMA  
Malabwanya was a member of the Baptist Convention of Malawi. By forming the IBCM, I 
would classify the IBCM as an African Instituted Church (AIC). In the following paragraphs, 
I will briefly explain the development of the AICs. I will use Oosthuizen‟s classification of 
the “development” of AICs relating to church discipline. I will give examples of some of the 
church leaders that separated from their churches because they were disciplined. Some of 
them were not Baptists.  
In classifying the development of the AICs, G.C. Oosthuizen has mentioned that church 
discipline may lead to schisms.
228
 In 1933 the Livingstonia Mission of the Free Church of 
Scotland in Northern Malawi suspended Rev Yesaya Zelenji Mwasi for what the missionaries 
termed “insubordination” just because he questioned that certain procedures in the church 
were not followed. In his resignation letter he said: 
…If by „Church‟ [it] is meant Presbyterian denomination…a church predominated by European customs and 
traditions…a system of Church Government which condemn the just and justify the guilty…then I am separated 
from that kind of a church.
229
 
Mwasi later formed the Mpingo wa Bafipa (Black Man‟s Church). In Thyolo district, 
southern Malawi, Chakanza has observed that Wilfred Gudu was disciplined and 
excommunicated for an offence that deserved no drastic action. Gudu was a lay preacher in 
the Seventh Day Adventist church. He questioned the Seventh Day Adventist missionaries at 
Malamulo mission as to why they did not discipline a man who committed adultery. In the 
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end the missionaries disciplined and excommunicated Gudu “for interfering in the case.” 
Gudu later formed the Ana a Mulungu Church (Children of God Church) in 1938.
230
 Another 
church leader whose administration led to secession was Dr Daniel Malikebu. He was a 
Baptist and a leader of the Providence Industrial Mission (PIM).
231
 Some members of his 
church did not like his system of church government. Because of his “unbecoming behaviour 




The way Malabwanya seceded from BACOMA should be viewed from the perspective of the 
discipline he received and how he responded to it on one hand, and whether he preferred 
centralized authority to the congregational form of church government on the other. He 
admitted having misused church finances. The church responded by disciplining him. If 
Malabwanya wanted to have full control of the church, then it was difficult for him to change 
the Baptist polity within a short period. But the examples quoted above demonstrate that 
church leaders may not always accept discipline.  
5.7.2 How Malabwanya understands Baptist Ecclesiology and the beginning of the 
IBCM 
Having examined the events that led to Malabwanya‟s secession from BACOMA, 
Malabwanya‟s understanding of the Baptist ecclesiology, especially church government 
should be given special consideration. Furthermore, his understanding of the Baptist system 
of church government should be examined if it influenced him to separate from his mother 
church. Finally, the IBCM constitution should be analysed in brief to find out how it differs 
from the constitution of BACOMA. 
5.7.3 Malabwanya’s concept of leadership: Congregational or Top-bottom? 
The IBCM was not founded immediately after Malabwanya separated from BACOMA. He, 
together with Kachasu Gama, Andrew Namalima and some pastors in Zomba joined the 
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Independent Baptist Church (IBC).
233
 According to his statement, Malabwanya wanted to 
remain a Baptist. But more was at stake than just remaining a Baptist as the interview 
revealed. 
At first we joined the Independent Baptist Church…there was Kachasu Gama. Namalima was there also, but he 
was like a chameleon. He followed us to Independent Baptist. Later he decided to remain with BACOMA. 
Others were Khamula, and Dyera. Madengu also followed us, but he went back to BACOMA. Only Kachasu 
Gama is still with us. But some of my colleagues encouraged me that I had led BACOMA for many years, why 
should I be under someone? Furthermore, there was a big gap between the Independent Baptist and us. Though 
they are Baptists, we are different in worship as well as theology. We wanted to teach them the “real Baptist 
tradition.” But it was not easy. We were a threat to them. I remember that the moment I joined the Independent 
Baptist, BACOMA invited the Independent Baptist pastors to the AGM. These pastors were told „be careful, 




Two reasons can be deduced from this extract why Malabwanya joined the IBC. First, it 
seems he wanted to teach the IBC since he was well trained from the Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Gweru. Some of the leaders in the IBC were trained through the Theological 
Education by Extension (TEE). But most of them did not have any theological training.
235
 




At the beginning of this extract Malabwanya uses the pronoun “we”. But in the process of 
talking he changes to “I”. Everything becomes personalized. He is at the centre of everything. 
Thus a second probable reason why he joined and left the IBC was that he wanted to be the 
leader. Why should he be under someone else? After leading the nation-wide BACOMA, he 
could never fail to run the southern Malawi-based IBC. Pastors Nkhata, Chisi and Kachasu 
Gama also said that the leadership in IBC was threatened by the arrival of Malabwanya.  
In giving his views about the autonomy of the local church and the leadership structure of his 
church, Malabwanya said: 
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…To be honest the church in Malawi cannot be totally independent, neither do we understand what autonomy 
or freedom is. We are Malawians. We have our culture, so too are the Whites. Their culture and ours are 
different. We believe that if a person is a leader or a chief he is not tampered with. We respect him. Even if he is 
a fool, we wait until he dies. But as for the Whites, they rebel against their leaders. But we, Malawians, are not 
used to this tradition. Our democracy and theirs are different. We are used to telling people what to do and they 
listen. But we are forced to follow the American system which does not work here…” 
OM: What is the leadership structure of IBCM? 
SM: We are like BACOMA. The only difference is that we are not ruled by the Whites. We preach according to 
our culture. We sing like Malawians. Another difference is that we do not tolerate anyone to despise and 
demean a pastor. If someone does this, we tell them “go and start your church!” We do not want a pastor being 
chased at will. This practice is not found in the Bible. Maybe in America, but even in America, it is not there. 
We do not want anyone to stand up and oppose a pastor. The pastor is the leader. We preach according to our 
culture. We select only that which is in agreement with the word of God …
237
 (Italics added). 
From this extract my opinion is that Malabwanya believes that a Baptist pastor should be at 
the top of the power structure and should be in control of the local church not the way the 
Baptist church is administered. The way I interpret this excerpt is that somehow Malabwanya 




5.7.4 The IBCM and the African traditional structure 
Daneel has pointed out that the ecclesiological discourse of the AICs is somewhat superficial. 
He argues that Protestant denominations,
239
 from which most of the AICs emerged, devoted 
insufficient attention to the doctrine of the church as one body which transcends all barriers. 
Hence he concludes that it was natural that the “indigenous culture and social structure 
should have left their mark on the ecclesiology of the Independent Churches.”
240
 Oosthuizen 
too has pointed out the widespread tendency in Africa to interpret the church as a new 
community “functioning in the same way as a traditional kinship group.” He concludes that 
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some AICs are based on “blood relationship.”
241
  It is beyond the scope of this study to find 
out what Malabwanya meant when he said “we worship and preach according to our culture.” 
Is Malabwanya, like Isaiah Shembe, another Baptist member who formed his church in South 
Africa, aiming at restoring to the Malawians their former cultural glory through a new 
church? Is he trying to select the good cultural practices and mix them with Christian 
beliefs?
242
 Further research needs to be done. But two points should be noted. Firstly, in the 
IBCM a pastor is highly respected if not revered like a traditional African ruler. When I was 
interviewing Malabwanya on 5 July 2008, two men came to his house. They were members 
of the IBCM. I noticed that they bowed before Malabwanya and took off their hats. The 
IBCM has a structure that is different from BACOMA. In her study, Linda E Thomas, while 
studying an AIC, the St John‟s Apostolic Faith Mission in Guguletu, Western Cape in South 
Africa, has noted that the church fused the traditional Sotho and Xhosa practices into 
Christianity. Some of these practices include slaughtering of cows as a form of sacrifice.
243
  
Secondly, after the interview, Malabwanya said that he was grooming his son-in-law to take 
over the reigns of power as he was growing old. “I am sixty years old. I must find someone to 
lead the church.” This confirms his “chieftaincy” or “kinship” philosophy. In this regard 
Barrett has pointed out that kinship plays an important role in some AICs. He argues that 
some of the AICs could be called “family churches” in which congregations are led by a 
young brother, son or nephew of the “bishop.” He cites the Zion City Church of Mutendi in 
South Africa in which sons play an important role in ritual, organisational and judicial-
authoritative context.
244
 As for Malabwanya his son-in-law is pursuing theological studies 
through correspondence with a certain college. He is living at Malabwanya‟s compound and 
his wife is running a kindergarten. The headquarters of the IBCM is at Malabwanya‟s home. 
Though the aim of this study is not to compare two “Baptist AICs,” lessons can be learnt 
from Shembe‟s Church, the Nazareth Church, and a Baptist break away in South Africa. 
Isaiah Shembe broke away from the Baptist Church. But hereditary succession led to a 
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leadership crisis in this church.
245
 Malabwanya‟s IBCM will be tested if one day his son-in-
law will take over the mantle of leadership. 
5.7.5 The role of the Bible 
The impact of the Bible on Malabwanya‟s life should be examined to find out whether it 
influenced him to start another church. Studying the Bible is at the centre of the Baptist 
ecclesiology. In Malawi, the adults, the youth and the children attend Bible classes every 
Sunday before the main service. Malabwanya was brought up in this tradition. It could be 
argued that the centrality of the Bible in a person‟s life gave him courage to start another 
church as his comments revealed. 
 
OM: Why did you gather courage to secede from BACOMA? 
SM: I was not afraid. I did not know what God had planned for me… Three Malawian pastors…locked the 
church. These were Chirwa, Govati and Kaiya… They closed the building thinking the building was the church, 
which is not true. I have built a big auditorium.
246
 I will show you. So I was not afraid... I was taught by the 
Baptists. The Bible says “where two or three people gather in my name,” the presence of God is there. I had no 
other weapon, but the Bible…  
 
Barrett has noted that schisms have occurred in areas that are predominately Protestant and 
where the Bible was translated into local languages at an early period. The SBC missionaries 
came into an area which was already evangelised by the Presbyterians, the Anglicans, the 
National Baptist Inc. and the Seventh Day Adventists. They found the Bible already available 
in local languages. But the Baptists emphasis on studying the Bible had an impact on 
Malabwanya‟s life. Thus with the Bible in his hands as the only weapon, Malabwanya was 
prepared to start another church. He would preach and win new converts. After all he needed 
no intermediaries to speak to God. Both the Bible and the priesthood of all believers had a 
direct impact on him. It is not uncommon in BACOMA to have a Baptist church with a dozen 
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 Malabwanya was speaking in Chichewa. The word “nyumba” means a house. But Malabwanya used the 




5.7.7 The IBCM constitution: Special highlights 
To understand Malabwanya‟s ecclesiastical views concerning church government, it is 
imperative to have a glance at the IBCM constitution. 
 
While Malabwanya was at the Baptist Theological Seminary in Gweru, a certain missionary 
gave him a book On the Indigenous Church.
247
 Malabwanya fell in love with the book such 
that it has become his desire to implement some of the points raised therein. 
248
 Since the 
book talks about the concept of an indigenous church, he named his church “indigenous.” To 
him BACOMA ought to be indigenous, but this is not the case because the church is ruled 
directly or indirectly by the Americans. He explained that the SBC came to Malawi to 
establish an “indigenous” church that was supposed to be self-supporting, self-governing and 
self-propagating. But as it turned out, the missionaries controlled the local people in order to 
meet their ends.
249
 He went on to argue that unlike in Zimbabwe, the SBC missionaries did 
not establish any viable institutions like hospitals or schools. As far as Malabwanya is 
concerned, this was a testimony that the missionaries had nothing to do with the welfare of 
the local people. According to Malabwanya, the principle of the indigenous church is that the 
local people should take the leading role in the running of the church according to their 
culture that is compatible with the gospel.
250
 With such a strong indigenous and cultural 
conviction, the constitution of the IBCM is very hierarchical. 
 
In the Baptist tradition, setting up a local church does not depend on the availability of a 
pastor. In this case BACOMA does not have a clause in its constitution about the pastor. The 
BACOMA constitution does not have even the word “pastor”. Even the Scottsville Baptist 
Church constitution in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, does not have a clause about a pastor.  
 
But the structure of the IBCM is unique. The head of every local church is a pastor. At the 
very top of the IBCM there is the presiding pastor or chairman (chairperson). He is also the 
chairperson of the General Assembly and the Board of Trustees, the spokesperson of the 
church and the overseer of the church in all matters. Below him is the General Assembly. The 
Board of Trustees follows next. But the Board of Trustees is accountable to the General 
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Assembly which is headed by the chairman. Some sections need to be highlighted. Section 9 
about the presiding pastor reads: 
  
The presiding pastor (chairman): 
9:1.1 shall serve as the overseer of the church  
9:12 shall have authority to ensure that everything concerning the church in spiritual or temporal matters is done 
in order  
9:14 shall serve as the chairman of the General Assembly and the Board of the Trustees. 
 
 From this structure, the following observations can be deduced: if the presiding pastor is also 
the chairperson of both the General Assembly and the Board of Trustees; and the Board is 
accountable to the General Assembly which is headed by the presiding pastor, therefore, 
everything is accountable to the presiding pastor and he is accountable to no one. The word 
overseer in Greek is episkopos, from which we get the word bishop. Thus the chairperson is 
the “bishop.” He holds the church in his hands. Furthermore, according to section 12:1 the 
chairperson and the board hold office for five years. But they can be re-elected again for as 
many times as possible without any limit.
251
 The chairperson or the presiding pastor of the 
IBCM is no other than Malabwanya. He has been in that position since the foundation of the 
church in 1992. This confirms his words that a leader should not be tampered with. The 
church should wait until he dies. Then another one will be elected or his son-in-law will take 
over. But as of now, no one in the IBCM has the audacity to challenge him.  
 
5.7.6 Conclusion 
Malabwanya appreciates all that the missionaries did for him by sending him to school and 
looking after his parents. But this is enough. He said he has lost trust in most of the SBC 
missionaries. Looking at his statements critically, it seems he does not want to be under the 
influence of outsiders. According to Section 8:1 of the IBCM constitution  
 
The church (the IBCM) receives its authority from its members in Malawi and shall not for any other reason 
(other than spiritual) be influenced by, or held responsible to, or be bound by any Baptist or other church outside 
Malawi. Any partnership with any other foreign organisation (s) shall be according to the Biblical principle of 
everything together under Christ head, everything together in heaven and everything on earth (Italics added). 
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However, after examining his ecclesiastical views critically, Malabwanya should not be seen 
as a revolutionary, power hungry, anti-missionary pastor. His secession from BACOMA 
should be examined from the perspective of the fluidity of the Baptist ecclesiology and 
religious pluralism that dominate the Malawian society. Reading his statements between the 
lines, it seems he prefers a Malawian leading the church.
252
 Asked if he was willing to go 
back to BACOMA, he replied: 
 
SM: Well, many people say so. I believe that I do God‟s work. I do not know the will of God. But as of now 
God is not whispering to me to go back to BACOMA. If someone is not satisfied wherever they are, they should 
come and work with the Indigenous Baptist and correct the situation where necessary. BACOMA is under the 
missionaries. If I return, I may die-not physically, but spiritually. I know White people. I was born under the 
care of missionaries. Both my mother and my father were looked after by the missionaries. I know White people 
from A to Z. If they decide to do something, no matter the opposition, they will do it. I am happy where I am. I 
am in Gospel Link. I go to Kenya and preach in Baptist churches. I can go anywhere to preach in Malawi, even 
in BACOMA churches. I can go back to BACOMA if there is reform… 
OM: You said you can go back if there is reform in BACOMA. Can you explain?  
SM: BACOMA should sever its relationship with the Southern Baptist Convention. It must be independent. 
Even one Southern Baptist missionary is dangerous. 
  
Malabwanya said he could return to BACOMA if it severs its relationship with the 
missionaries. However, even if he goes back to BACOMA today, he cannot have the same 
command as he used to have in the past though his services are greatly missed.  
 
I would still call the IBCM a Baptist church, but with a different polity. Like the Shembe 
Church, its leadership structure is very hierarchical. Though it would be premature to 
categorise the IBCM as a family church, the church is steadily drifting in that direction. It 
will depend on who succeeds Malabwanya.  The IBCM has eleven branches in Blantyre and 
Zomba. Most of the churches are in rural or semi-urban areas. Some AICs attract prominent 
politicians. At present one of the members who support Malabwanya is Billy Kaunda, 
musician cum politician.
253
 He was a member of the New Jerusalem Baptist Church. He is a 
deacon. Further research needs to be carried out in areas such as how the church relates to the 
state, Christology, the role of women and its liturgy. 
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Photo 1. Pastor Samuel Malabwanya and his wife Chrissie at their home, 5 July 2008, 
Blantyre, Malawi.   
 
     
    
Photo 2. Indigenous Baptist women attending Thursday women‟s meeting, Zomba, Malawi, 
26 June 2008. The uniform resembles that of Baptist Women Union of Zimbabwe. For 

























Events in Zomba: the case of Pastors Kachasu Gama and 
Anthony Bell of the Zomba Baptist church 
6.1 Introduction  
This chapter discusses the formation of the Zomba Baptist church. It also analyses Kachasu 
Gama‟s life, his call to the ministry at the Zomba Baptist church, and how he broke away 
from BACOMA. The second part of the chapter examines how Anthony Bell, an Afro-
American pastor, was employed by the Zomba Baptist church and the factors that led the 
church to terminate his employment.  
 
6.2 Pastor Medson Thomas Kachasu Gama and the establishment of the Zomba Baptist 
church 
Pastor Medson Thomas Kachasu Gama was born about 1947 at Lambulira in Zomba 
district.
254
 His father, Pastor Thomas Kachasu Gama, popularly known as Kachasu Gama 






 came to Zomba as a missionary in1960, he employed Medson Kachasu 
Gama as his house servant, just like Kingsley employed Malabwanya in Blantyre. Wester 




Wester stayed in Zomba for over twenty years as a missionary.
258
 He opened several 
churches in rural Zomba as far as Mayaka, about 25 kilometres away from Zomba town. But 
he did not open any church in urban Zomba. Kachasu Gama started sharing the gospel with 
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some youths and other people in Zomba town. Many people responded positively to the 
gospel. Gama and the new believers used to meet in Wester‟s garage to study the Bible. This 
marked the beginning of the Zomba Baptist church. This was in 1979.
259
 Kachasu Gama 
became the leader of the group. Wester continued going to Jali, Mayaka and other places in 
rural Zomba.  
 
But the garage was not big enough to accommodate everyone. Therefore, they started 
meeting at the Zomba Community Centre in 1980. In 1982, Gama went for theological 
training at the Baptist Theological Seminary in Gweru, Zimbabwe. He graduated with a 
Certificate in Theology on 23 November 1984. He continued serving the Zomba Baptist 
church as a pastor. The Zomba Baptist church auditorium was opened in 1988. The money 




By 1990, the church had a good number of worshippers from Chancellor College of the 
University of Malawi and other government departments. The church therefore introduced an 
English service. At first the service started as an afternoon fellowship, meeting at four 
o‟clock Later on some members suggested that it was better to meet at 8:00 AM. Another 
group continued meeting at four o‟clock in the afternoon. Most of the members that met in 
the afternoon came from different denominations as a “fellowship”. In about 1995, the 
afternoon service joined the morning service forming one English service. The service started 
at about 8:30 AM. One of the leaders was Rendell Day, a SBC missionary.
261
 By the end of 
the year, the English service started meeting at eight o‟clock in the morning while the 




It must be noted that from the beginning, the English and the Chichewa services were unique. 
Very few members attended both services. Most people from the Chichewa service could not 
understand English. Those that attended the English service, and could understand Chichewa, 
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did not like attending the Chichewa service because it finished late at twelve noon, or even 
later.  The English service had its own “members” as did the Chichewa service. Some of the 
people who attended the English service were not Baptists. Due to his poor command of 
English, Kachasu Gama never preached during the English service though he occasionally 
attended the fellowship. But all the leaders of the Zomba Baptist church came from the 




6.3 Kachasu Gama’s conflict with the Zomba Baptist church 
As mentioned in the last chapter, the Malabwanya administration
264
 had misappropriated 
MK33, 762.06. The pastors that were involved were Malabwanya, Maya, Kalenga and 
Kachasu Gama. Gama was the general secretary of BACOMA at that time.
265
 On 15 January 
1991, the BACOMA executive committee summoned Kachasu Gama for a disciplinary 
hearing at the Baptist Media Centre in Blantyre. But he did not turn up.
266
 BACOMA alerted 
the Zomba Baptist church to all that Gama had done.  
 
The Zomba Baptist church had (and still has) a nursery school. Later in 1991, the church 
council discovered that the funds for the school, as well as the funds of the church such as 
tithes, were not properly accounted for.
267
 A committee of inquiry was set up. The committee 
was made up of some members from the church council and others from the English 
service.
268
 The committee found out that there was no proper accounting of both the church 
and the nursery funds. According to Nkhwazi and Topesa, who were deacons at that time, 
many members of the church did not know how money was collected and how it was used. 
The treasurer of the church did not present any financial report.
269
 It was discovered that the 
pastor used to make personal directives on how to use the money. He could appoint certain 
individuals to fulfil certain tasks without the knowledge of the church. “The pastor ran the 
affairs of the school single handed.” When the committee reported its findings to the church, 
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the pastor was not happy. He ordered that certain individuals, especially from the English 




The church therefore decided to take action. Most of the members from the English service 
wanted Gama be expelled from the church while a good number from the Chichewa service 
were of the opinion that the pastor should be disciplined. Around April 1992, the 
congregation voted that the pastor should remain a member of the church, but that he should 
not be involved in any ministerial activities.
271
  Thus he was put on discipline. 
 
But it seemed the pastor did not accept the discipline. He reported the matter to the Malawi 
Congress Party
272
 district office in Zomba. There was no connection between Gama and the 
party or between BACOMA and the party. During the one-party regime of Dr Banda, the 
party was very strong and ruthless. Any form of dissenting view was regarded as being anti-
the government, anti-the party and anti-the president. Thus many people used to report the 
“dissidents” to the party officials on very trivial matters.
273
 When Gama reported the matter 
to the party, some of the church leaders were detained in the Zomba MCP office. However, 
Kachasu Gama was not reinstated. In June 1992, the BACOMA executive committee warned 




In spite of the warning from BACOMA, Gama did not give in. On one Sunday in July 1992, 
Gama used certain members of the church council to lock the church for the English service. 
Members of the English service worshipped outside the church. But during the Chichewa 
service, the church was opened since the keys were kept by some members of the Chichewa 
service.
275
 Gama had invited some officials of the Malawi Congress Party and some Baptist 
pastors within Zomba to help him settle the dispute. After the Chichewa service, a punch-up 
broke out between those who were against Gama and those that were for him. Some of the 
leading church members who opposed the pastor were taken to the MCP office once again 
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where they were severely beaten.
276
  For this reason, during the BACOMA annual general 
meeting in August 1992, delegates unanimously resolved that Kachasu Gama and some 
pastors from Zomba should not lead any Baptist church in Malawi.
277
 Like Malabwanya, 
Kachasu Gama seceded from BACOMA after the AGM.
278
 Half of the church followed him. 





6.4 Some issues raised during the conflict 
6.4.1 Education attainment among the Baptist pastors 
In this section, I will briefly explore the impact of poor schooling among Baptist pastors and 
how it affected the leadership of the Zomba Baptist church. I will start by briefly looking at 
two controversial movements in the USA, especially in the “Deep South”, the home of the 
SBC missionaries who came to Malawi in 1959. 
 
Before the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention, the American Baptists, especially 
in the Deep South of the USA, grappled with the anti-mission and the Campbellite 
controversies.
280
 Among other things, the proponents of these movements taught that the 
Bible colleges, paying salaries to pastors and formal education had no Biblical sanctions. 
Most of the supporters of the movements were not highly educated both secularly and 
theologically. Daniel Parker, a pastor from Tennessee, who started the anti-mission 
movement, did not have a formal education.  McBeth writes that “these movements left an 
ultra-conservatism mark on the Baptists in Texas, one of the strongholds of the Southern 
Baptist Convention.”281  
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Another point that should be noted is that the SBC missionaries who came to Malawi did not 
encourage high level theological education among Malawian pastors.
282
 For instance, the 
SBC missionaries sponsored Emmanuel Chinkwita to pursue a diploma in theology in 
Arusha, Tanzania in 1985. While he was Tanzania, Chinkwita found another scholarship on 
his own to pursue a degree programme in theology in Switzerland. The second scholarship 
was not sponsored by the Baptist missionaries in Malawi.  Some SBC missionaries told him 
that the degree was not necessary. He would be “over-educated.”
283
 Another Baptist member, 
Molly Longwe, was employed by the SBC missionaries as a lecturer at the Baptist 
Theological Seminary of Malawi in 1996. In 2000, she was sponsored by the African 
Theological Initiative, Akropong, to pursue a master‟s degree in theology at the University of 
Natal. The principal of the seminary at that time was a Southern Baptist Convention 
missionary. He told her that the seminary could not render any support towards her study. 
Her training was not on the missionaries‟ programme.
284
 All Malawian Baptist pastors, 
except for Hany Longwe and his wife Molly,
285
 that have degrees were either sponsored by 
the European Baptists or by other Christian organisations. Apart from Pastor Hany Longwe 
and his wife, the Baptist missionaries in Malawi did not sponsor any pastor beyond the 
diploma level. Most of the early Malawian pastors did not even finish the primary level.
286
 
Gama said that the missionaries‟ emphasis was on “winning souls to Christ and opening new 
branches.” Kachasu Gama went on to explain that: 
 
The missionaries used to tell me that in the USA some Baptist pastors work full time in secular jobs from 
Monday to Saturday. But on Sunday they are on the pulpit preaching… Some of the pastors there do not have 
even theological training, no diplomas, and no degrees. Only those who apply for foreign missionary work 




Bill Wester, a Southern Baptist Convention missionary who worked in Zomba for many 
years, did not open a church within Zomba city as it has already been outlined in the previous 
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 Molly Longwe, lecturer at the Baptist Theological Seminary of Malawi. 2009. Interviewed by the author, 25 
February. Molly is currently pursuing a PhD in theology at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 
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section. The town had many expatriates at the University of Malawi and other government 
departments. He did not offer pastoral services to the “educated elite.” Whether he 
deliberately avoided the elite community is a matter of speculation. Wester opened churches 
in rural areas. Pastors around these areas could barely read and write Chinyanja, the local 
language. While some attended the Bible school, others did not. They were appointed either 




Furthermore, when the English service was introduced at the Zomba Baptist church, it was 
the other members of the church, not Kachasu Gama, that used to preach. The church was 
polarized between the English and the Chichewa “speakers.” When Kachasu Gama left the 
church, most of those that followed him did not have post primary education. Soon after 
Gama left, the Zomba Baptist church decided to employ a pastor who was conversant with 
English and Chichewa. Pastor Oscar Matupi succeeded Gama. Later he left for further 
studies. The church wanted to employ the late Pastor Blackwell Duwa. But the English 
service rejected Duwa because he was not competent enough in English while members of 
the Chichewa service, most of whom were not highly educated, accepted him. In the end 




The conclusion that can be drawn from the above analysis is that even though in the Baptist 
tradition education is not a prerequisite to the ministry, poor schooling had a negative impact 
on the administration of the Zomba Baptist church. Since Kachasu Gama was not familiar 
with the English service, he ordered that some members from the English service be expelled 
from the church. He regarded them as trouble-makers.
290
 It was the failure to find a well 
qualified Malawian pastor
291
 that forced the Zomba Baptist church to employ Anthony Bell 
from the USA as will be seen in the next section. 
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sake]. Both were subsequently not employed. The church employed Akim Chirwa whose term as a general 




6.5.3 Who has the final authority: the church or the pastor? 
Another critical issue during the Gama administration was the exercise of power. Baptists 
believe that members of the church are the final authority in making decisions. However, 
according to Nkhwazi and Topesa, Kachasu Gama used to run the church alone. There was 
no financial transparency. The congregation was therefore sidelined.  Instead of being 
congregational, it seemed his system of church government was becoming centralised. Gama 
also stated clearly during the interview that: 
 
 A pastor should not be treated like munthu wamba (any other person). A leader should be treated differently. 
Chigulu cha anthu sichingapereke mfundo yomanga popanda wina wotsogolera. (A group of people cannot give 
a binding resolution without one person leading them).
292 
 
This suggests that Gama saw himself as the person to lead the church. After all, he founded 
the church. He did not accept the final decision of the church when it voted him out. His 
statements seemed to suggest that he thought that he would lead the Zomba Baptist church 
until he retired. It should be remembered that his father was also a pastor. During the 
interview he further said: 
 
A pastor in America can serve the local church for as many as thirty years until he retires. Sometimes his son 




It seems that Baptist pastors believe in theory that the church is the final authority, but 
practically the principle is rarely followed. Somehow, Malawian Baptist pastors seem to hold 






                                                                                                                                                        
USA to do his MTh. The church advertised the post. The church was looking for someone with a diploma or 
degree. Fletcher Kaiya was interviewed. But the church did not employ him because he wanted to operate from 
Blantyre, some 64 km away. No other Malawian pastor applied for the post. Since the church did not find a 
suitable Malawian pastor, it contacted UBIA, an American Christian organisation to find a pastor for the church. 
(See next section about Anthony Bell).It was after Anthony Bell left that Zomba Baptist Church employed 








6.6 The case of Pastor Anthony Bell  
6.6.1 Introduction  
This section focuses on the employment and the administration of Pastor Anthony Bell.  Bell 
was born in the state of New Jersey, USA.
294
 Before coming to Malawi, he served as an 
assistant pastor of one of the churches in his home state. Bell was the only non-Malawian 
pastor under review. Since he was leading the Zomba Baptist church, the same church that 
Pastor Gama led, and since his case also involved a leadership crisis, he was chosen as a case 




6.6.2 The employment of Anthony Bell 
After the resignation of Kachasu Gama in 1992, the Zomba Baptist church decided to employ 
a pastor that could handle both the English and the Chichewa services effectively. Therefore, 
in 1994, the church employed Pastor Oscar Matupi. He was trained at the Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Lusaka, Zambia. He served the church for seven years. In the year 2001, he 
resigned in order to pursue further studies. In 2002, the church employed Pastor Akim 
Chirwa, the former general secretary of BACOMA. However, after one year, he also resigned 
and went for further studies in the USA to pursue a master‟s degree in theology. The church 
was left without a pastor.  
 
After the departure of Akim Chirwa, the church set up the pastor‟s search committee to 
identify a suitable candidate. According to the advert for the post:  
 
Applicants should have a minimum qualification of an MSCE or Diploma in Theology or its equivalent and at 




However, on 6 June and 4 July 2004, the pastor‟s search committee reported to the church 
that nobody had applied for the post. The qualification requirements were high.
297
  Therefore, 
the committee contacted the United Brethren in Action (UBIA), an Afro-American Christian 
organisation based in New Jersey, USA, if it could identify a pastor for the Zomba Baptist 
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 According to my informants, he was either in the late thirties or early forties.  
295
 Since he was serving a church that was affiliated to BACOMA, I consider him to be a member of BACOMA 
even though he was not a Malawian. 
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 Letter advertising the post of a pastor at the Zomba Baptist church, 5 February 2004, the Zomba Baptist 
church archives. MSCE means Malawi School Certificate of Education, an equivalent of the General Certificate 
of Education, O level. 
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 The UBIA had in the past sent and supported Pastor Victor Covington. He was the 
pastor of the Blantyre Baptist church.
299
 On 24 October 2004, the committee reported to the 
church that the UBIA had identified Pastor Anthony Bell. The UBIA also indicated that it 
would pay his salary while the Zomba Baptist church had to meet his accommodation and his 
utility costs.
300
 Collins A. Days, the president of the UBIA Board, and Victor Covington 
wrote letters of recommendation.
301
 Bell and his wife Monica were officially employed by 
the Zomba Baptist church on 4 December 2004. 
 
6.5.3 Pastor Bell’s administration 
One week after assuming his duties, Bell invited all the leaders of the Zomba Baptist church 
for a meeting.
302
 During this meeting, he told them that the constitution of the church was 
“not pastor friendly” and that the “church council was unbiblical.” He went on to argue that 
the church had “usurped all the powers of the pastor.”
303
 Within a few months, Bell made 
several changes to the constitution of the church and took several unilateral decisions without 
consulting the congregation. For example, he dissolved the church council and appointed new 
office bearers.
304
 With the assistance of a few leaders that were close to him, he amended the 
constitution of the church without the knowledge of the congregation.
305
 It is alleged that he 
could reprimand teachers publicly and threaten to dismiss them. He could close the school for 
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Prof Edrinnie Kayambazinthu, chairperson of the Zomba Baptist School Board and an elder; Dr Dixie 
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Baptist,  2008. Interviewed by the author 9 December. 
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 The Zomba Baptist church, council minutes, 24 October 2004, Zomba Baptist archives.  
301
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 Prof Edrinnie Kayambazinthu, chairperson of the Zomba Baptist School Board and Dr Dixie Maluwa Banda, 
member of the pastor‟s search committee also an elder and vice chair of the school board, 2008. Interviewed by 
the author, Zomba, 9 December. 
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 Some of the new office bearers were Prof Garton Kamchedzera, a Law professor at the University of Malawi 
became an elder; Sunganani Manjolo was appointed youth pastor. Others were Mike Butao and Rex Mlenga. 
Liz Pandya was appointed as the new treasurer and Mrs. Chauluka became one of the bank signatories. Zomba 
Baptist Minutes, 4 July 2005, the Zomba Baptist church archives. 
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 Mr. H.D. Nkhwazi, deacon, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Zomba, 10 December. Bell sent me the copy of 
the constitution by email on 18 February 2009. He admitted to having written a new constitution because the old 




a day in order to carry out very minor repairs at the school without consulting parents and the 
education board.
306
 He dismissed a watchman.
307
 He could use the school‟s petty cash 
without proper accountability. He also started receiving the school fees. Because of his 
actions, the head teacher and the treasurer of the school also started having access to the 
money for the school. The head teacher squandered MK250 00.00 and the treasurer owed the 
school about MK300 000.
308
  The church later told the treasurer to step down. Bell also 
dissolved the school board. The Zomba Baptist church used to run the Adopt a Child project 
which was sponsored by the Hungarian Baptists.
309
 But Bell is said to have sidelined the 
committee responsible for the task and started running the project himself.
310
 He forbade 
women to sleep and cook within the church premises when they conducted their meetings.
311
 
His argument was that the church was a “sanctified place.”
312
 One day he told Chande, one of 
the workers at the church, to dig a rubbish pit. But since it was late in the afternoon, Chande 
decided to do the work the following day. Bell was annoyed when he discovered that Chande 
had not done the work assigned to him. He slapped Chande in the presence of the teachers 
and pupils. “Bell rushed into his house and took a machete to hack Chande to pieces. Chande 




Because of the way Bell was running the church, many people stopped going to church.
314
 
Some resigned from their positions. It was alleged that the teachers at the Zomba Baptist 
primary school threatened to resign because of the way Bell treated them. When some 
members of the church reasoned with Bell to change his leadership style, he used to “rebuke 
those that advised him on the pulpit the following Sunday.”
315
  Dixie Maluwa Banda and 
Edrinnie Kayambazinthu informed the UBIA all that Bell was doing.  
                                                 
306
 Zomba Baptist church has a full primary school apart from the kindergarten.  
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 Prof Edrinnie Kayambazinthu, chairperson of the Zomba Baptist School Board and Dr Dixie Maluwa Banda, 
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Zomba, 9 December.  
308
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 Mr. H.D. Nkhwazi, deacon, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Zomba, 10 December. 
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 Women at the Zomba Baptist church, 2008. Focus group discussions, 9 December. 
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Zomba, 9 December. 
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also resigned just to mention a few. The Zomba Baptist church minutes, 23 July 2005.  
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 Prof Edrinnie Kayambazinthu, chairperson of the Zomba Baptist School Board and Dr Dixie Maluwa Banda, 





At the beginning of October 2005, Bell and his wife left for the USA for their annual 
holidays. On 5 October, after Bell had left, the church held an extraordinary leaders‟ meeting. 
The meeting agreed to hold an annual general meeting on 6 November 2005. One of the 
items on the agenda was to decide whether Bell should continue to be the pastor of the 
Zomba Baptist church or not. However, on 26 October 2005, the UBIA sent an email to Bell 
that it had stopped sponsoring him. The email was copied to the Zomba Baptist church. The 
email read: 
 
UBIA has come to the decision that we cannot support your plans to return to Malawi at this time and we 
therefore cannot provide further cover of financial support …316  
 
In spite of this email from the UBIA, the proposed meeting went ahead. However, when the 
meeting was about to start on 6 November, Prof Garton Kamchedzera, one of the leaders of 
the church who was said to be a close associate to the pastor, told the church that the general 
secretary of BACOMA had just phoned him saying that the Zomba Baptist church should not 
conduct the meeting without the presence of one of the BACOMA officials. The meeting was 
postponed to 20 November 2005 so that Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, the general secretary of 
BACOMA, should be present.
317
 On 20 November 2005, fifty-five people voted against Bell 
while only sixteen voted for him.
318
 In this way, Bell was no longer the pastor of the Zomba 
Baptist church. 
 
However, while he was in the USA, Bell had found another sponsor. He was supposed to 
return to Malawi on 28 November 2005. But he returned a week earlier, on 23 November. It 
is alleged that only the leaders that were close to him knew that Bell was already in Malawi 
on this day.
319
 Looking at the emails, it seemed he was aware of all that was taking place at 
the Zomba Baptist church. His wife, Monica, was also aware of the proposed 6 November 
meeting.
320
 She had indicated that they had “purchased an air ticket not sponsored by the 
UBIA.” In another email she said “The Lord sent us to Malawi and until he says go back to 
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New Jersey or wherever we will stay home in Zomba.”
321
 On 16 November, Bell wrote Mike 
Butao, one of his confidantes to “pray for those who are fighting the work of the Lord… bless 




On 27 November 2005, the church was taken aback. Bell was on the pulpit preaching. During 
the English service, he preached against those that were against him. “I am being persecuted 
for Christ! I am prepared to die for Him.”
323
 The service ended without any problem. But 
during the Chichewa service, as Bell was preaching, some members of the congregation were 
roaming and murmuring outside the church auditorium. Just after he had finished preaching, 
one of the deacons, Mr. Mopiha, stood up to ask a question. Before he did so, Bell told him to 
sit down and not to say anything. This caused mayhem in the church between the supporters 
of Bell and those that were against him. They fought. Bell called the police. The matter was 
settled later. But the church did not re-employ him.  
 
Later Pastor Bell and his wife moved to Lilongwe. BACOMA then employed Monica Bell as 
the director of Baptist Publications in Lilongwe where she did a commendable job of 
improving the condition of the publication house. The Church of Central African 
Presbyterian employed Bell as the director of an orphanage also in Lilongwe. But within a 
few weeks, the employees at the orphanage complained that Bell was ill treating them. They 
staged a strike demanding his removal.
324
 He has since left for the USA. 
 
6.5.4 Pastor Bell’s concept of the Baptist church government 
During the first meeting that Bell had convened in December 2004, he openly expressed his 
opinion that he did not like the Zomba Baptist church constitution. Mr. H Nkhwazi described 
Bell as having an “attitude problem”. According to Nkhwazi, since Bell came from the USA, 
“he seemed to have the view that he knew everything.” Nkhwazi further stated that Bell had 
“an uncompromising and a determined spirit.”
325
 During the church meeting of 23 July 2005, 
Bell said that people who disagreed with him were “most welcome to leave the church.”
326
 In 
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an email to Garton Kamchedzera, it seemed he was informed that the church was no longer 
interested to employ him as a pastor. But Bell wrote:  
 
We would come back [to Malawi]…Our work is not finished there; we will finish the work God called us to 
do.
327
 In another email to Mike Butao, Bell wrote: we are coming home soon…I will deal with those 
who did not do what I asked.
328
 (Emphasis added). 
In order to live by his words that the Zomba Baptist church constitution was “not pastor 
friendly,” Bell came up with an almost new constitution.
329
 The amended constitution gave a 
glimpse of Bell‟s concept of administration. According to the old constitution, the authority 
of the church was vested in the congregation. It was the members of the church that elected 
leaders in various committees. But according to Bell‟s amended constitution, the pastor  
 
I. Shall be the leader of the church in all activities 
II. Shall appoint all committees as well as all chairpersons of each committee 
III. Shall have the right to dismiss any employee 330 
 
Thus according to this constitution, the pastor was above everyone. Like the constitution of 
the Indigenous Baptist Convention of Malawi of Pastor Malabwanya, the pastor was like a 
“bishop.” Bell defined the Baptist church government as:  
 
Congregational…whose authority rests locally…Each Baptist church is autonomous and handles its own affairs 
with respect to ordaining and electing its leaders, managing its own finances and developing its own ministry 
and growth…  
 
Responding to my question: „who should lead the church?‟ Bell said: “Christ as leader of His 
church he placed a structure we are to adhere to... This structure includes the office of 
Bishops and or Pastors given to the church by Christ to fulfil his purpose on earth…” When I 
asked him to give his opinion about the Zomba Baptist church constitution, Bell replied: 
“Zomba Baptist Church did have a constitution but it was not Biblical nor was it Baptist. So 
we started working on a suitable constitution. I have a copy and I am send [sic] it along with 
these answers… I found the pastors [in Malawi] were afraid of the people because they paid 
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the salaries of the pastors. God will deal with those people. Remember a pastor works for 
God and he must tell the people what God wants him to say…No deacon or Elder can run a 
church they are to assist the pastor in the work of the ministry” (Eph 4)
331 (Emphasis added). 
 
Though Bell believed that the leadership of each Baptist church is localised, his statements 
seemed to imply that the pastor should lead the church not deacons, elders or the 
congregation. During the focus group discussions, women indicated that the pastor used to 
run the church alone with the assistance of a few leaders that were close to him. Because of 
his leadership style, women complained that their ministry
332
 declined. They said that Bell 
and his wife had no regard for some of the Malawian cultural practices that the local people 
valued such as giving gifts to a newly born baby, locally called “kuwona chikuta”, weddings 




In trying to find out why Bell behaved in this way, Pastor Akim Chirwa, who stayed in the 
USA for three years, said that most African American Baptist pastors run their churches like 
the “chief executives.” They have titles such as “bishops.”
334
 Probably, this explains why Bell 
ran the Zomba Baptist church in this manner. 
 
Bell is said to have amended the constitution of the Zomba Baptist church with the assistance 
of a few members that were close to him. In order to amend the constitution, the requirement 
was that:  
 
The church shall have power to add to, revise, rescind and amend the terms of this Constitution by a two-thirds 
majority vote of members present at a church general meeting, if notice of the meeting has been given to all 




 In this way, one would argue that Bell did not follow this provision of the constitution.  
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6.5.5 The role played by the Zomba Baptist church and the BACOMA executive 
committee 
Bell was employed without being interviewed. He was just recommended to the church. It 
could be argued, to a certain degree, that the leadership of the Zomba Baptist church knew 
nothing or very little about him. In one of his emails to me Pastor Bell said: 
I come from a place where church leaders were not honest with the members; this is where God called me from. 
So when I got to Malawi I was ready to deal with the things I saw. The people in Zomba did not know me and 





It is the opinion of the Zomba Baptist church women during the focus group discussions that 
some leaders of the Zomba Baptist church fed Bell with wrong information. The women also 
said that the congregation had high expectations from Bell as an American. After he had 
slapped Chande and threatened to kill him, the leadership of the church did not discipline 
him. However, when the treasurer of the Zomba Baptist School misappropriated the funds for 
the school, the church told him to step down. He was also told to pay back the money. But 
why did the congregation fail to take any action against Bell? The women during the focus 
group discussions explained that the reason for not disciplining Bell was that he had amassed 
a lot of power. The women went on to assert that a few months after Bell assumed his duties 
as the pastor of the Zomba Baptist church, some key leaders had resigned or stopped going to 
church because of his leadership style. In this way the leadership of the church became 
ineffective, or as the women put it “Bell paralysed the leadership of the church.”
337
 The 
congregation passed a vote of no confidence only after Bell had gone to the USA. 
 
As for the BACOMA executive committee, the general secretary was present when the 
church voted not to re-employ Bell. However, according to the Baptist system of church 
government, since each congregation is autonomous, the secretariat is not involved in 
employing a pastor of the local congregation. In Malawi, the BACOMA secretariat does not 
employ a pastor to serve a local church. However, as soon as Bell arrived in Malawi on 23 
November 2005, he had discussions with the general secretary.
338
 What transpired between 
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the two men is not known. After the Zomba Baptist church terminated Bell‟s employment, 
BACOMA employed his wife as the director of the Baptist Publications. BACOMA knew all 
that Bell had done in Zomba, but no action was taken against him. But when Malabwanya 
and Kachasu Gama had misappropriated the funds, the BACOMA executive committee took 
a leading role in disciplining them. When Pastor Chilokoteni had problems with his church 
(see the next chapter), the general secretary played another leading role that led to the 
disciplining of Chilokoteni. The BACOMA executive committee delegated the Zomba 
Baptist Association to handle the case of Bell. All the leaders at the Zomba Baptist church 
were told to step down. The Zomba Baptist Association ran the affairs of the Zomba Baptist 
church for some months. It was alleged that the Association sided with the supporters of 
Bell.
339
 Later on the Association disciplined only those that opposed Bell.
340
 But the 
BACOMA executive committee did not discipline Bell as it had done with the other pastors. 
 
6.5.6 Conclusion 
Though Bell did not secede from BACOMA, his case illustrates the same problem of church 
government. Like the other four pastors, it could not be an over exaggeration to say that Bell 
had complete control of the church contrary to the Baptist polity. The case of the Zomba 
Baptist church has revealed that though power belongs to the members of the local church, 
pastors remain influential. This in turn creates tension between the pastor and the 
congregation. According to the constitution of the Zomba Baptist church, any amendment to 
the constitution required “a majority vote of two thirds by members of the congregation 
present at a general meeting.” But Pastor Bell seemed to have overlooked this constitutional 
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Photo 4: Pastor Medson Kachasu Gama, general secretary of IBCM at his home, Mpunga, 




Pastor Anthony Bell with his two daughters, Mia and Meno. The pastor emailed this photo to 







The definition and the power of a Baptist pastor: the case of 
Pastors Amos Rhobo and Samuel J. Chilokoteni 
7.1 Introduction  
This chapter focuses on two pastors in Blantyre: Amos Rhobo and Samuel Chilokoteni. It 
examines their leadership and how they seceded from BACOMA. Pastor Amos Kanyama 
Rhobo is the youngest
341
 of the four Malawian pastors under review. He is the only one that 
was trained in Malawi at the Baptist Theological Seminary in Lilongwe. Pastor Samuel 
Joseph Chilokoteni is the oldest of the five pastors in this study and one of the oldest pastors 
in BACOMA. He seceded from BACOMA at the age of seventy. Considering his age, and 
the fact that he was the BACOMA chaplain at the Mozambican refugee camp in Ntcheu, as 
well as being a home missionary in Karonga, his story was chosen as a case study. The 
chapter also assesses the role played by BACOMA and the Blantyre Baptist Association in 
trying to resolve the misunderstandings. 
 
7.2 The beginning of the Misesa Baptist church  
In April 1994, the Jimmy Hodges Ministries
342
 came to Blantyre on an evangelistic mission. 
The team preached in several areas within the city. One of the places was the Blantyre 
Teachers‟ College, which is within the Misesa residential area.
343
 The area had some 
members who belonged to the Baptist church such as Jack Mwale and his wife, the Rhobo 
family, the late Mr. Mavungile, Mr. Butao and many more.
344
 They were members of the 
Soche Baptist Church. The new members, who responded to the gospel during the Jimmy 
Hodges mission tour, joined this group. Since the number was big enough, they started 
assembling in one of the classrooms at the Soche Hill Secondary School, not as a full church, 
but as a Preaching Point.
345
 Thus the Misesa Baptist church began as a Preaching Point of the 
Soche Baptist church.  
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In December 1995, members of the Misesa Preaching Point wrote a letter to the Soche 
Baptist church that they should be recognised as a full church. The Soche Baptist church had 
no objections and accepted. Jack Mwale was the secretary while Amos Rhobo was one of the 
deacons.
346
 In 1997, members of the Misesa Baptist church raised some money and 
constructed a church building. Some of the money came from the Jimmy Hodges Ministries. 
But due to poor construction, the building collapsed. 
 
7.3 Amos Kanyama Rhobo as the pastor of the Misesa Baptist church 
 Rhobo worked for the Valmore Paints Malawi Limited for fifteen years. He retired in 1995. 
He had joined the Baptist church in 1978. He was a member of the Soche Baptist church. In 
January 1996, he went for theological training in Lilongwe at the Baptist Theological 
Seminary of Malawi.
347
 According to Jack Mwale, when Rhobo returned home from the 
seminary during the holidays, he started asserting himself and giving directives as the pastor 
of the church. Mwale went on to explain that there was no agreement that Rhobo would 
become the pastor of the Misesa Baptist church once he went to the seminary. The Misesa 
Baptist church did not appoint him as the pastor of the church.
348
 But according to Rhobo, 
since he went to the seminary, he was equipped to be a pastor. Therefore, it was befitting for 
him to lead the Misesa Baptist church.
349
 The congregation was divided into two camps: one 
faction supported Rhobo while the other supported Mwale.
350
 In 1998, the Misesa Baptist 
church formally split into two: the Misesa 1 Baptist church and the Misesa 2 Baptist church. 
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 Pastor Amos Rhobo, pastor Misesa Fundamental Baptist, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 1 July. 
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 During the interview, Mwale said that for three times he applied for theological training. But he was not 
successful. He said a certain pastor “blocked him.” But the Baptist Theological Seminary is very independent. It 
is not influenced by outsiders in enrolling students. According to Eliya Banda, the former secretary of the 
Blantyre Baptist Association, and a member of the Soche Baptist church, Mwale and Rhobo were rivals for a 
long time. Each wanted to lead the Misesa Baptist church or Preaching Point. In 1994-1995, Rhobo was the 
chairman [chairperson] of the Misesa Preaching Point while Mwale was the secretary. But during the 1995 
BACOMA AGM, delegates passed a resolution to abolish the position of the chairperson in BACOMA churches 
because some people were becoming “life chairmen” and they used to block churches any attempt to employ a 
pastor.  The position of the secretary of the church became more powerful. Since Rhobo became a mere deacon, 
Mwale, as the secretary of the church, became more influential. Hence there was the rivalry between the two. 





Rhobo led the Misesa 1 Baptist church while Mwale led the Misesa 2 Baptist church. The 
two churches are about five hundred metres apart. 
 
After the split, the Misesa 1 Baptist church constructed another church auditorium in 2000. 
At this time BACOMA formed a partnership with the Oklahoma General Baptist Convention 
of the USA. The Misesa 1 Baptist church received some money from Oklahoma through 
BACOMA to be used for the construction of the church building.
351
 Apart from the money 
from Oklahoma, the Misesa 1 Baptist church also received some money from Mrs. Daisy 
Gabler,
352
 a friend of Rhobo, who was living in Texas. 
 
7.4 The role played by the Blantyre Association and BACOMA to resolve the conflict 
As the two churches remained divided, the Blantyre Baptist Association tried to resolve the 
conflict, but did not succeed. In 2001, the chairperson of the Blantyre Baptist Association 
was the late Pastor Blackwell Duwa.
353
 The Association passed a resolution that the two 
churches should unite and Rhobo be the pastor of the united church.
354
 But the Misesa 2 
Baptist church argued that Rhobo imposed himself as the pastor. He was not appointed. 
Mwale and the Misesa 2 Baptist church accused the Blantyre Baptist Association of 




As the wrangle dragged on, Mwale approached the BACOMA secretariat for money to buy 
iron sheets to roof another church auditorium since Rhobo was in control of the first one. The 
secretariat gave him MK18 000.00.
356
 According to pastor Fletcher Kaiya, who was the 
general secretary of BACOMA at that time, the Misesa 1 Baptist church building that the 
Rhobo faction used belonged to BACOMA since the Misesa 1 Baptist church received the 
money from the Oklahoma General Convention through BACOMA. Therefore, Rhobo had 
no right to claim that the building was his. In turn, Rhobo and the leadership of the Misesa 1 
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 BACOMA financial report, 2001. BACOMA Secretariat, Blantyre. 
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 Daisy Gabler to Rhobo, 3 October 2000. Daisy came to Malawi during the June 2000 International 
Commission mission. But Daisy did not indicate how much money she sent to Rhobo. It was the opinion of 
Rhobo that most of the money came from Daisy. The International Commission is another Baptist evangelism 
organisation. 
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 Duwa, like Rhobo, was once a member of the Soche Baptist church. He was also a classmate of Rhobo at the 
seminary in Lilongwe. 
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 Blantyre Association minute, 12 August 2001. Eliya Banda, former secretary of Blantyre Association, private 
collection. 
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 Eliya Banda, former secretary of Blantyre Baptist Association, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 29 
June.  
356




Baptist Church accused BACOMA of favouring Mwale and the Misesa 2 Baptist church. The 
two churches were never reconciled. Finally, on 20 April 2004, the Misesa 1 Baptist church 
wrote a letter that it had seceded from BACOMA. The letter read: 
 
…Our pastor is never regarded as a pastor by Misesa 2. Misesa 1 and Misesa 2 have become enemies instead of 
friends.  We have never worked together as Baptists under BACOMA…BACOMA has failed to assist us. 
Instead they have encouraged this bad system of having two sister churches at one place by financing the other 
side with MK18 000.00. Therefore, we the so called Misesa 1 Baptist church have decided to remain Baptist but 
not under the umbrella of BACOMA with effect from 20/04/04 (Gen. 13:8-9). As Baptists we are ready to work 




After the Misesa 1 Baptist church seceded from BACOMA, BACOMA tried to get the 
church building back from Rhobo since he was no longer a BACOMA affiliate.
358
  But 
Rhobo argued that a larger proportion of the money for the construction of the building came 
from his friend in the USA and not from BACOMA. Therefore, BACOMA could not claim 
that it was the owner of the building. Rhobo went on to argue that BACOMA was interfering 
in the affairs of the Misesa 1 Baptist church.
359
 (Emphasis added). In the end BACOMA gave 
up. The building had no title deed. 
 
After Rhobo and the Misesa 1 Baptist church seceded from BACOMA, they joined another 
Baptist denomination, the Samaritan Baptist Church
360
. But after two months, they withdrew 
their membership from the Samaritan Baptist Church and joined the Fundamental Baptist 
Church of Malawi.
361
 Rhobo is the treasurer of the board of the trustees for the Fundamental 
Baptist Church. He also serves as a teacher at the mobile
362
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 Misesa 1 to BACOMA. 20 April 2004. BACOMA Secretariat archives.  
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 I do not have details about this church. More research needs to be done. 
361
 The church is headed by an American Baptist missionary, Bill Ashbury. He has been living in Malawi since 
1998. In the Fundamental Baptist Church, women do not preach in the presence of men. Amos Rhobo, pastor, 
Fundamental Baptist of Malawi. 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 1 July. 
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7.5 An evaluation of the conflict at the Misesa Baptist church  
7.5.1 The definition of a Baptist Pastor 
In this section, I will try to analyse who a BACOMA pastor is and assess how this affected 
the leadership of the Misesa Baptist church. According to Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, some years 
ago, the BACOMA annual general meeting resolved that a person intending to be a pastor 
should “at least undergo training at any of the Baptist Bible schools in Malawi even though 
BACOMA tried as much as possible to phase out the Bible schools.”
363
 The resolution was 
aimed at accommodating some members of BACOMA that were being trained at the Bible 
schools that were run by the Baptist missionaries under the Board of the Seminary. The 
resolution was also passed in order to restrain some leaders of the churches who claimed to 
be pastors even though they did not have any theological training. However, according to the 
Baptist system, it is not automatic that a person becomes a pastor after completing his or her 
theological training. The motto of the Baptist Theological Seminary of Malawi is to “Equip 
God‟s called men and women for the ministry.”
364
 The seminary does not make a person a 
pastor. One becomes a pastor only after having been called by a local church.
365
 There is no 
definition of a pastor in the BACOMA constitution. The definition is at the discretion of the 
local church.
366
 Furthermore, in the Baptist system, one does not need to be ordained or 
licensed to be a pastor. BACOMA does not assign a pastor to work in a particular parish. In 
some congregations, in the absence of a pastor, one of the deacons conducts the Holy 
Communion service.
367
  Some members in BACOMA still maintain that theological training 
is not all that important for a person to be a pastor. There are some pastors that do not have 
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 Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 July. 
The administration of the Bible Schools is complicated. The schools are under the Board of Seminary. The 
board does not work with the BACOMA secretariat or the BACOMA executive committee. Rather the board 
works with the Baptist Missionaries in Malawi. Yet the Board of the Seminary is under the BACOMA executive 
committee. The Board of the Seminary and the Baptist missionaries insist that the Bible Schools should 
continue while BACOMA is not in favour of the schools. Not all congregations in Malawi are in favour of the 
Bible Schools. From personal observations, there are some members in BACOMA who insist that what matters 
for a person to be a pastor is the calling and not the training. There is this tag of war. From personal 
observations, there are some members in BACOMA who insist that what matters for a person to be a pastor is 
the calling and not the training. There is this tag of war.  
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 The Baptist Seminary in Lilongwe has some female students. 
365
 Hany H. Longwe, Principal, Baptist Theological Seminary of Malawi, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 14 
January.  
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 One church in Blantyre has a woman as its pastor.  
367
 I have observed this practice at the Zomba Baptist church in Malawi and at the Scottsville Baptist church in 
Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. But in Malawi, the pastors‟ fraternal (a grouping of BACOMA pastors), not the 
BACOMA AGM, passed a resolution some years ago that only a pastor should conduct the Holy Communion 
and the baptismal services. From personal observations, it seems BACOMA is gradually becoming formal and 
hierarchical as the years go by. There are a good number of pastors, especially in Lilongwe, who wear clerical 
collars. This was not the case some ten years ago. In Lilongwe, I know one pastor who rarely gives a chance to 
the laity to preach. In most cases, a lay person preaches only if that pastor is away.  Again the leadership 




any theological training. The argument is that the ministry is a calling from God.
368
 At the 
same time, some “seminary” trained pastors tend to look down on the “non-trained” or the 
“Bible school” trained pastors as not fully qualified pastors.
369
 The former general secretary 
of BACOMA, Fletcher Kaiya, is a strong advocate of theological education. His emphasis on 
theological education created him many enemies in BACOMA during his term as the general 
secretary. Thus in BACOMA there is a tension between those who interpret, in a narrow 
sense, the priesthood of all believers and those who try to set standards that an aspiring pastor 
should meet such as theological education.
370
 The general trend in BACOMA is that once a 
person goes to the seminary, they are regarded as “abusa or baliska” (pastors). During the 
interview Rhobo had this to say: 
 
OM: You said that you split in 1998. This was while you were still at the seminary? 
AR: Yes. 
OM: When did the church invite you to be their pastor? 
AR: Which church? 
OM: The Misesa Baptist church. 
AR: I went to the school that trains pastors. I was being trained as a pastor. It was my duty to lead the church... 
Though I had not finished my studies at that time, I had to take the lead. I was sent to the seminary so that I 




Thus much as Baptists believe that a person becomes a pastor after being called by the local 
church, the system is rarely adhered to. If a person goes for theological training, he or she is 
regarded as a pastor. Rhobo regarded himself as a pastor when he was still a student and 
before he was employed by the local church. For Rhobo, what qualified him as a pastor was 
the training that he received at the seminary. But as for his opponent, Jack Mwale, his 
argument was based on “the calling,” that the Misesa Baptist church did not call or employ 
Rhobo as the pastor. However, Rhobo was not the only person who regarded himself as a 
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 There is no single formula of establishing that someone is being called to the ministry.The calling depends 
largely on how an individual feels. Those who feel that they are “being called to the ministry”, apply for 
theological training either at the seminary or at the Bible schools. They may also talk to their pastors to give 
them spiritual insight. But before any person goes to the seminary or the Bible school, the local church writes a 
letter of recommendation to the seminary that the candidate is a committed Christian. If a person is invited to 
serve as a pastor, it is up to an individual to accept or turn down the invitation. Some opt to be mere evangelists. 
Others work in Christian or non-Christian organisations. 
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 In turn, the “Bible School” trained pastors, who serve in rural areas, accuse the seminary trained pastors of 
not planting churches. Almost all seminary trained pastors serve in the urban or the semi-urban areas in already 
established congregations. Very few pastors manage to open new branches in the urban areas. 
370
 From personal observations, I have heard some members of BCOAMA arguing that “we want to maintain 
our tradition as Baptists; we do not want to be like other denominations.” 
371




pastor when he was still a student. When I was working at the Baptist Theological Seminary 
of Malawi in Lilongwe, I observed that most students used to write “Rev”….before their 
names. They argued that they were not “deacons”, but pastors. But the Principal of the 
seminary kept on reminding them that they were not pastors.  
 
7.5.3 The ownership of church property 
Another contentious issue during this conflict was the ownership of the church building that 
the Misesa 1 Baptist church was using. The views of the two former general secretaries of 
BACOMA, Akim Chirwa and Fletcher Kaiya, as well as the constitution of BACOMA 
should be examined for a better assessment of this conflict. 
 
 According to Pastor Akim Chirwa, there are three categories of buildings within BACOMA. 
Firstly, all the buildings or institutions that were set up by the Baptist missionaries and they 
have since been handed over to BACOMA, have title deeds
372
 in the name of BACOMA. 
These are the church auditoriums, the Baptist Publications, the Baptist Farm,
373
 the Baptist 
Clinic, the Baptist Theological Seminary and the Baptist Media Centre. BACOMA is the 
legal owner. Should the members of any congregation that uses a church building with a title 
deed decide to secede from BACOMA, BACOMA has the legal right to retain the building. 
But the members are free to join any denomination of their choice. Secondly, Chirwa went on 
to explain that there are some church buildings that are under BACOMA, they have title 
deeds, but in the name of the local church. These are the Blantyre Baptist church and the 
Capital City Baptist church. BACOMA is not the legal owner of these two church buildings 
even though the members of the Blantyre Baptist church and the Capital City Baptist church 
are affiliated to BACOMA. Lastly, there are the church buildings that were constructed by 
local people, but have no title deeds. They might or might not have received any material or 
financial support from BACOMA. The members of these congregations, whose church 
buildings have no title deeds, are affiliated to BACOMA. The majority of the church 
buildings in Malawi fall under the third category. According to Chirwa, BACOMA cannot 
claim ownership of such church buildings. Chirwa concluded that if BACOMA supported the 
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 However, not all buildings have title deeds. The Baptist Guest House has got them. As for the Baptist 
Theological Seminary, the process is underway. 
373




Misesa 1 Baptist church financially, it was “like the father helping one of his sons.”
374
 But 
Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, Chirwa‟s successor, took the position that the building at the Misesa 1 
Baptist church belonged to BACOMA since the Misesa 1 Baptist church was affiliated to and 




However, according to article 10 of the BACOMA constitution  
B. All building(s) whose ownership is extended to the churches by the Convention or Mission shall remain 
the property of the Convention or Mission. 
C. The Convention and or Mission shall withdraw privileges of using building (s) if: 
I. The church does not remain constant with Baptist beliefs, customs and doctrine in faith and 
practice. 
II. The church decides to leave the Convention for any reason. 
III. The church is dissolved.376 
                   
The views of the two BACOMA officers indicate the challenge of interpreting the BACOMA 
constitution on one hand and how the autonomy of the local church is understood on the 
other. Rhobo complained that BACOMA was “interfering in the affairs of the Misesa 1 
Baptist church.” It seems, as far as Rhobo was concerned, that the Misesa Baptist church was 
an autonomous church. The BACOMA officials were regarded as “outsiders” who were 
“interfering” in the church‟s affairs. To what extent can a local church claim to be 
autonomous? Does that claim entail that the church buildings belong to the local churches or 
to BACOMA? Rhobo‟s statement showed how the concept of autonomy of the local church 
is understood in BACOMA. A good number of members in BACOMA think that autonomy 
means being independent. Furthermore, it should be mentioned that BACOMA does not 
provide any financial support for the maintenance of church buildings that have the title 
deeds in the name of BACOMA. Everything is done by the local church. Most of the church 
buildings in Malawi are constructed by members of the local church without any support 
from BACOMA. Looking at the clauses of the BACOMA constitution quoted above 
critically, it seems as if BACOMA is gradually trying to have more control over the local 
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 Pastor Akim Chirwa, former General Secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Lilongwe, 18 
July. Chirwa was of the opinion that there was no need for BACOMA to claim the ownership of the church 
building at the Misesa 1 Baptist church.  
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 Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 July. 
Chirwa is of the view that only if a property has a title deed in the name of BACOMA, does it belongs to 
BACOMA. But Kaiya is of the opinion that any building or property whose members are BACOMA affiliates, 
whether there is a title deed or not, belongs to BACOMA.  
376






 This tendency grew stronger during the term of Fletcher Kaiya as General 
Secretary of BACOMA. 
 
Another observation is that the Misesa Baptist church started as a Preaching Point of the 
Soche Baptist church. According to the Baptist system, the Soche Baptist church, as the 
mother church, was supposed to hand over its leadership to the members of the Misesa 
Baptist church to show that they were able to run the affairs of the church alone and that they 
were able to support their pastor. But instead, the leadership of the Misesa Baptist church 
wrote a letter to the mother church that they had decided to stand alone. Somehow it seems as 
if members of the Misesa Baptist church were influenced by the concept of the autonomy of 
the local church. The Misesa Preaching Point regarded itself as autonomous.   
 
7.6 The case of Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni of the New Jerusalem Baptist Church 
Having looked at the events at the Misesa Baptist church, attention should focus on Pastor 
Samuel Chilokoteni. He was born in 1933 in Traditional Authority Chapananga, Chikwawa 
district, in southern Malawi. Apart from Chichewa and English, he is very fluent in Shona. 
He went to Zimbabwe with his parents in 1943 and came back in 1947. He went again in 
1950 and returned to Malawi in 1975. While in Zimbabwe, he worked for the Standard Bank 




Chilokoteni joined the Baptist church in 1978. Five years later, he went to the Gweru Baptist 
Theological Seminary in Zimbabwe in 1983 and graduated with a Certificate in Theology in 
1985. He worked as a Home Missionary in Karonga, northern Malawi, from 1986 to 1989 
and as a chaplain among the Mozambican refugees at Biriwiri in Ntcheu district, central 
Malawi, from 1989 to 1993.
379
 Chilokoteni was the pastor of the New Jerusalem Baptist 
church for almost ten years from 23 December 1993 to 2003 when he seceded from 
BACOMA and joined the Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi.
380
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 The ownership of the buildings in BACOMA is complex. For instance, Pastor Booker Kapalamula Banda in 
Lilongwe has constructed one of the biggest churches in Malawi through his friends in the USA. BACOMA 
contributed nothing. The church is built on his piece of land. He has a kindergarten, a primary and a secondary 
school on the same piece of land. Does this church building belong to BACOMA? Suppose Pastor Kapalamula 
decides to secede from BACOMA, will BACOMA claim the ownership of the buildings? 
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Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 
Blantyre, 2 July. 
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 BACOMA Annual Report, 1994. BACOMA Secretariat, Blantyre. 
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 Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 





7.7 Chilokoteni’s administration and how he seceded from BACOMA 
As it has been indicated in chapter five, after Malabwanya seceded from BACOMA in 
August 1992, the New Jerusalem Baptist church was left without a pastor for over a year. The 
deacons were running the church. But the moment he became the pastor of the New 
Jerusalem Baptist church, Chilokoteni dissolved the church council. According to Fletcher 
Kaiya, at one point the BACOMA annual general meeting passed a resolution concerning the 
leadership in the Baptist churches. According to this resolution, “members who married 
without the blessing of the church were not supposed to be leaders or deacons.”
381
 Some of 
the leaders at the New Jerusalem Baptist church had not done this. Thus Chilokoteni 
implemented this resolution and dissolved the church council. It is alleged that he was 
running the church himself and dictated all the affairs.
382
 During the interview, Chilokoteni 
admitted to having dissolved the church council because “some of the leaders had stayed for 
many years in their positions.”
383
 Apart from this, Chilokoteni also told his church not to 
support BACOMA since the BACOMA secretariat was not helping the local churches.
384
 
Because of these misunderstandings, the BACOMA secretariat set up a task force. The task 
force found that: 
 
Chilokoteni used to appoint leaders in the church. He was one of the signatories to the church‟s bank account. 
He could borrow money from the church but without proper mechanisms of paying it back. Whenever people 
asked him about the newly appointed leaders, he could charge at them saying that as a pastor he was mandated 
to do that, and he had listed names of certain members to leave the New Jerusalem Baptist church and told them 




BACOMA advised Chilokoteni that he should not be one of the signatories of the church‟s 
bank account and that he should try as much as possible to allow members of the church to 
take part in the running of the church.
386
 But he remained one of the signatories. 
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 Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 
July. Whether this resolution was taken seriously in other BACOMA churches is not known. After all, marriage 




 Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 
Blantyre, 2 July.  
384
 Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 
July.  
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BACOMA Committee of Inquiry report, the BACOMA secretariat, Blantyre 22 November 2002. 
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 Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 




7.8 The issues concerning the schools and the mini bus  
Two other contentious issues that surfaced when Chilokoteni became the pastor of the New 
Jerusalem Baptist church were the ownership of the schools and the operation of the mini bus 
that the church had bought. Soon after he became the pastor of the New Jerusalem Baptist 
church, Chilokoteni established an orphanage. He also started a primary and a secondary 
school in 1995. One day, as he was sharing the gospel in the Newlands suburbs, he met Miss 
Irene Moses, a Malawian living in England. She became a member of the New Jerusalem 
Baptist church. She went to Chikwawa, Chilokoteni‟s home and saw some of the orphans that 
the pastor was keeping.
387
  When she went to England, she sent some money and clothes to 
support the orphans and the schools. It is alleged that it was at this time that the pastor started 
claiming that the schools belonged to him while some deacons argued that the schools 




Miss Moses also sent £500.00 in 2001. The church decided to buy a mini bus with a view of 
developing an income generating activity. The son of the pastor was operating the mini 
bus.
389
 This did not go well with some of the members of the church. According to Pastor 
Andrew Namalima, the former vice president of BACOMA, the pastor‟s son stopped 
operating the mini bus and someone else took over. But the second person could generate 
even less money than the pastor‟s son. This compounded the conflict. In the end, the church 
decided to sell the mini bus and closed the church‟s bank account.
390
 This led to an open 
conflict. The supporters of the pastor and those who were against him fought in the church 
during a Sunday service. Village‟s headman of the area, Mr. Chemboma, wrote a letter to the 
general secretary of BACOMA. The letter read: 
 
We would like to inform you that the first ever church to be established in our village is the Baptist church. But 
now it is no longer a church. It is a boxing club. People are fighting instead of worshipping the Lord. We 
thought that as a church, you have been a light in our community. But we have seen people being hurt. Some 
lost teeth. The case had been reported to the police. Some people were locked up. If you do not take any action, 
I am going to authorize my people to just close the church.
391
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 Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 
Blantyre, 2 July. 
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 Pastor A Namalima, former vice president of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 30 June.  
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 Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 










A delegation from the Blantyre Baptist Association went to the New Jerusalem Baptist 
church and met with the pastor and the church leaders. But the Association failed to bring the 
two sides together. Finally, the general secretary convened an emergency BACOMA 
executive committee meeting. The committee resolved that Chilokoteni should step down as 
the pastor of the church. He was given MK19 000.00 as terminal benefits for his services. 
According to Fletcher Kaiya, “the BACOMA executive committee directed that I should take 
over the running of the church.”
392
 Chilokoteni then decided to leave BACOMA. He joined 





7.9 Some issues raised during the conflict at the New Jerusalem Baptist church 
While the major source of misunderstanding at the Misesa Baptist church was the legitimacy 
of Rhobo as the pastor of the church, two contentious issues at the New Jerusalem Baptist 
church were the powers of a pastor and the financial management or mismanagement. 
 
In analysing Chilokoteni‟s secession from BACOMA, I will use Oosthuizen‟s analysis of the 
causes of schisms in churches. G.C. Oosthuizen writes that denominational or ecclesiastical 
disputes are some of the contributing factors that lead to the schisms. He cites examples such 
as the disciplinary measures, the misuse of church finances, the lack of opportunity given to 
the laity to lead and many more.
394
  In spite of believing in the priesthood of all believers and 
the autonomy of the local church, it seems Chilokoteni did not give the laity adequate 
opportunity to take part in the running of the church. Chilokoteni used to appoint leaders of 
his choice. Like Pastors Chintala of the Zambia Baptist Association, Malabwanya and 
Kachasu Gama of Malawi, Chilokoteni also misused the funds for the church.
395
 
                                                 
392
 Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 
July.  
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 The Board of Trustees consists of six members. Below the board, there is the executive committee which is 
made up of twelve members. Fundamental Baptist of Malawi Constitution, Article C (1) and D (1). Probably, he 
was elected the chairperson a year after he joined the Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi. The church is 
confined to the southern Malawi with a few branches in Blantyre, Chikwawa, Chiradzulu, Thyolo and Zomba.  
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 Oosthuizen, G.C. 1968. Post-Christianity in Africa: A theological and anthropological study. London: SPK. 
Pp. 209-221. See also Daneel, I.M. 1987. Quest for Belonging. Gweru: Mambo Press. Pp. 72-73. Hastings, A. 
1971. Mission and Ministry. London: SPK. Pp. 208-209. 
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 One Baptist pastor in Blantyre argued by quoting Malachi 3:10 “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, 
that there may be food in my house…” He said the Bible says “bring the money into the storehouse” which is 




Furthermore, like Malabwanya, Kachasu Gama, Anthony Bell and Rhobo, Chilokoteni also 
believed that a pastor should rule the church. Asked why pastors leave BACOMA, he said: 
 
Pastors quit BACOMA due to some influence from the deacons. They [deacons] create an opposing force 
working against the pastor. They undermine his authority. The pastor is there to give counsel to the church. But 
certain deacons become too powerful. They think they are also pastors. As a result they do not have any regard 
to the pastor, not even giving him respect… Pastors leave [BACOMA] because the leaders focus on the 
church with the aim of underrating the pastor. Such leaders want to become pastors even though there is already 
one. As a result, there is a certain power that rules the church. In the end the pastor does not rule. Our leaders 
from the Convention just come without giving clear advice. But the real power is in the deacons and others in 
the church. The pastor becomes powerless 
396
 (Emphasis added). 
 
In this excerpt Chilokoteni has used the words “power”, “authority” and “rule” several times. 
Probably, this could explain why he dissolved the church council and appointed the leaders to 
show that he had the powers. This was contrary to the Baptist system of church government. 
Because of this, it seems he saw the deaconate as creating an “opposing force,” “underrating 
him” and hence he became “powerless.” A thought provoking question that can be posed is: 
to what extent can a Baptist pastor exercise power? Rhobo and Chilokoteni joined the 
Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi. The constitution of this church gives more powers to 
the local pastor than the BACOMA constitution. Women in the fundamental Baptist Church 
of Malawi do not preach in the presence of men. The deacons are under the pastor in the 
Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi while in BACOMA it is the opposite.
397
 As for the 
Malabwanya‟s church, the constitution of the IBCM also gives more powers to the local 
pastor which is not the case with BACOMA. Furthermore, the constitution that Anthony Bell 
wrote also gave more powers to the pastor. Thus there are similarities between the structures 
of the Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi, Indigenous Baptist Convention of Malawi and 
the constitution that Pastor Anthony Bell wrote.  All these differ significantly from the 
structure of BACOMA.  
 
It is significant to note that BACOMA does not employ pastors. There is no pension scheme 
for the pastors. But when the BACOMA executive committee convened an emergency 
                                                 
396
 Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni, Chiswe Fundamental Baptist Church, 2008. Interviewed by the author, 
Blantyre, 2 July.  
397
 Article B (2) of the Fundamental Baptist Constitution reads “The Deacons of our churches shall serve their 
pastor and their churches.” As for the pastor “he shall remain the chairperson of the church unless he is found 




meeting, Chilokoteni was told to step down. BACOMA, not the New Jerusalem Baptist 
church, gave him MK19 000.00 as his benefits for his services. When Malabwanya asked 
BACOMA to give him his terminal benefits for his services, BACOMA turned down his 
request.
398
 Kaiya said that the BACOMA executive committee “imposed” him on the New 
Jerusalem Baptist church as the new pastor. It is the opinion of Chilokoteni that Kaiya was 




Photo 5: Pastor Samuel Joseph Chilokoteni aged 75 (2008), chairperson of board of trustees, 
Fundamental Baptist Church in Malawi at his home, Chiswe, Blantyre, 3 July 2008. Seen in 
the background are his house and bricks for the construction of the church. The church will 
be constructed on his plot where he is standing.
400
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 Chilokoteni will construct this church on his plot, a few metres away from his house. The headquarters of the 
IBCM is on the plot of Pastor Malabwanya, next to his house. Pastor Andrew Namalima of the Mayankho 
Baptist church in Blantyre (a BACOMA affiliate), has purchased a piece of land some 200 metres away from his 
house where he will build a new church auditorium in his home village. When I was doing my research in 2008, 
the Manyankho Baptist church building was constructed on his plot, less than twenty metres away from his 
house. Pastor Booker K. Banda, a very influential pastor in BACOMA, has constructed a very big church 
building on his plot in Lilongwe. Are these family churches? Is it possible for another pastor to serve in these 
churches? Do members of these congregations have the audacity to employ another “energetic” pastor to replace 
pastors such as the 76 year old Chilokoteni? The Roman Catholic Bishops retire at the age of 75 years. It seems 
there is no age limit in the Baptist church. All this illustrates how the concept of the autonomy of the local 






















Chapter Eight  
8.1 Comparing the schisms in South Africa and Zambia with those in Malawi  
This chapter provides a summary of similarities and differences between the schisms in South 
Africa, Zambia and Malawi. The racial policy of the BUSA was the major factor that led to 
the formation of the two black Baptist groups: the TBU and the BCSA. As Kretzschmar 
writes, the BUSA preached and practiced segregation of the black and the white within their 
local congregations as well as national structures.
401
 Thus in 1976, the BUSA demarcated the 
Baptist churches and the Baptist associations according to the linguistic boundaries. 
Christians in Transkei and Phondoland felt that this was a duplicate of the South African 
government geo-racial divisions. When the BUSA failed to address the concerns of the TBU, 
the latter seceded from the Union.  
 
8.2 The schisms in South Africa 
The Afrikaans-speaking Baptist church opposed any move to eradicate apartheid in the 
BUSA. Blacks and whites had different theological colleges. For this reason, during the 
December 1987 Convention, the BCSA stated that since it was not equal to the BUSA in 
many ways, its desire was to stand on its own, develop its on skills and leadership.
402
 In this 
way, race, not necessarily Baptist church government, played a major role in the schisms in 
South Africa. Mogashoa has affirmed that “the BUSA gave the BCSA the association status 
in 1967. Though the BUSA was multi-racial, it was not non-racial. The BUSA used finance 
and theological education as core areas through which control over the black pastors could be 
exercised.”
403
 (Emphases added). 
 
8.3 The schisms in Malawi and Zambia 
But the situations in Zambia and Malawi were different. Though there were traces of racial 
tensions in both countries, the underlying factors that led to the schisms were church polity 
and the financial mismanagement. In Zambia, Peter Chintala had misappropriated the funds 
of his church, the Zambia Baptist Association. The church, as the final authority according to 
the Baptist system, had to discipline him. He was subsequently dropped as the general 
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secretary. Like Malabwanya, Kachasu Gama and Chilokoteni in Malawi, Chintala did not 
accept the discipline. He decided to leave the Zambia Baptist Association and formed his 
own church. 
 
Furthermore, the executive committee of the Baptist Convention of Zambia wanted more 
administrative powers over member churches. This was strongly opposed by the BMZ. The 
BMZ regarded this as an infringement on the autonomy of the local churches. The two 
churches failed to reach any agreement. This eventually led to the formation of the Baptist 
Fellowship of Zambia. 
 
In Malawi and Zambia pastors seceded from the mother churches after they were disciplined. 
In both countries, though the conflict did not take place at the same time, the underlying 
tension was similar. There was a tense relationship between the Southern Baptist Convention 
missionaries and the nationals, based on church polity and race. Both Conventions 
(BACOMA and the BCZ) were founded through the missionary work of the SBC 
missionaries who came from Zimbabwe in 1959. Furthermore, in both countries the concept 
of the autonomy of the local church played a decisive role. The conclusion that can be drawn 
from these two countries is that the fluidity of the Baptist ecclesiology, especially the 
structure of the church, and the financial mismanagement, were the major factors behind 
schisms. To some extent, the relationship between the SBC missionaries and the nationals 
was also a contributing factor. 
 
Another observation is that in Malawi and Zambia, all the pastors or groups of Christians that 
seceded from their mother churches joined another “Baptist” denomination, or they formed a 
“Baptist” denomination.
404
 When Peter Chintala seceded from the Zambian Baptist 
Association, he formed the Free Baptist Church of Zambia. When some members broke away 
from the Baptist Convention of Zambia, they formed the Baptist Fellowship of Zambia. 
When Samuel Malabwanya and Kachasu Gama seceded from BACOMA, they joined the 
Independent Baptist Church. Later they withdrew their membership and formed the 
Indigenous Baptist Convention of Malawi. When Amos Rhobo seceded from BACOMA, he 
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joined the Samaritan Baptist Church. Later, he withdrew his membership and joined the 
Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi. When Samuel Chilokoteni seceded from BACOMA, 
he joined the Fundamental Baptist Church of Malawi. All of them did not join the already 
established mainline non-Baptist denominations such as the CCAP, the Anglican, the Seventh 
Day Adventist and the Reformed Church of Zambia (RCZ). Probably, they did not join these 
denominations because the ecclesiology of the denominations mentioned above is different 
from that of the Baptist church. Another observation is that all the pastors mentioned above 
occupied prominent positions in their new denominations as illustrated in the table below. 
Some of them, such as Malabwanya and Kachasu Gama, have occupied their positions since 
the foundation of their denomination.  
 
Table 3: a summary of the findings in BACOMA and Zambia 
Pastor  Cause of conflict Action taken Results  





 Disciplined by 
BACOMA 
 Malabwanya disregarded 
the BACOMA resolution 
 He seceded from 
BACOMA and formed 
IBCM 
 He was the founder, 
president and 
chairperson of the Board 
of Trustees  of the IBCM 





 Disciplined by 
BACOMA 
 Disciplined by 
the Zomba 
Baptist church 
 Disregarded both 
resolutions 
 Fighting in the church 
 Gama seceded from 
BACOMA and joined 
IBCM, half of the 
members of the church 
followed him 
 He became the secretary 
of the IBCM 
A. Rhobo  Centralised 
administration 
  








 He challenged 
BACOMA to take the 
church building 
 The Misesa Baptist 
church split into two 
 Rhobo seceded from 
BACOMA and joined 
the Samaritan Baptist, 
and later on he joined the 
Fundamental Baptist 
Church of Malawi  
 He became the treasurer 
of the Board of Trustees 





 Disciplined by 
BACOMA 
  
 He disregarded 
BACOMA‟s decision  
 Fighting in the church 




from BACOMA and 
joined the Fundamental 
Baptist Church of 
Malawi 
 He became the 
chairperson of the Board 
of Trustees 
A. Bell  Centralised 
administration 
 Authoritarian  
 
 Voted out by 
the Zomba 
Baptist  church 
 
 He disregarded the 
church‟s decision 
 Fighting in the church 
 Bell left for Lilongwe, 
then for the USA 
 
 





 sacked as the 
general 
secretary 
 He disregarded the 
decision of the church 
 He  formed the Free 
Baptist Church of 
Zambia 
























This chapter gives a summary of the findings and tries to suggest some recommendations.  
 
That several secessions have occurred in the main line churches in Africa is well 
documented.
405
 One of the many causes of such schisms has been the delay by the Western 
missionaries to devolve authority to the African church leaders, while at the same time 
placing a considerable emphasis on the African clergy to submit to the missionaries. In 
protest against this subordination, some African church leaders opted to establish their 




Though it is evident that the Baptist missionaries in Malawi contributed to the schisms in one 
way or the other, the argument in this study is that the secessions in BACOMA should not be 
attributed to the failure of the Southern Baptist missionaries to “devolve authority to the 
Malawians.”
407
 Rather, the schisms and conflicts occurred within BACOMA, a church that 
was led by the Malawians, due to what Oosthuizen calls the “ecclesiastical disputes.”408 These 
factors may be divided into two groups; the major factors and the supporting or the minor 
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factors. The major factors are: the interpretation of the Baptist system of the autonomy of the 
local church in the context of the traditional cultural set up, the segregation policy brought by 
the Southern Baptist missionaries in Malawi, the spirit of regionalism in the BACOMA 
leadership and the financial mismanagement. The supporting factors may include poor 
schooling among Baptist pastors, the influence of the Presbyterian Church government and 
the type of messages preached in the Baptist churches. Some of these factors need to be 
highlighted.   
 
9.2 The major factors 
9.2.1 The interpretation of the autonomy of the local church in the context of the 
traditional leadership structure in Malawi  
 The autonomy of the local church is one of the most treasured aspects of the Baptist church. 
The congregation, and not the pastor or the elders, is the final authority. BACOMA is no 
exception.
409
 This study has shown that the Baptist system of church government does not fit 
well with the Malawian traditional set up where the elders in the communities, usually men, 
play a crucial role in the decision making process. Generally, the Malawian society is very 
hierarchical. Being a pastor in Malawi is regarded as an honourable position. Yet in the 
Baptist system of church government, pastors are not accorded this honour. Some Baptist 
pastors make every effort to have this recognition. Since Baptist pastors are not transferred 
from one parish to the other, and since most of them are the founders of the local churches, 
the way they exercise their powers is similar to the way the “village headmen” or the “village 
elders” exercise their powers in the communities. Malabwanya stated that…“we are 
Malawians. We have our culture, so too are the Whites. Their culture and ours are different. 
We believe that if a person is a leader or a chief, he is not tampered with. We respect him. 
Even if he is a fool, we wait until he dies.”
410
 The autonomy of the local church is interpreted 
to mean being “independent.”
411
 Some pastors tend to have absolute control of the church. 
All the five pastors in this study, including Anthony Bell from the USA, either disregarded 
the decision of BACOMA, the decision of the local church or the decision of the local Baptist 
Association. In Malawi, most of the pastors minister in their home areas or in their “adopted” 
homes where they have been staying for many years. For instance, Malabwanya came to 
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Blantyre in the 1950s. He became a member of the New Jerusalem Baptist church that was 
founded and led by his father-in-law. Malabwanya succeeded his father-in-law and led the 
same church for eighteen years. Kachasu Gama was born, he grew up, he was educated, he 
founded and he led a church in Zomba. He was the leader of the Zomba Baptist church from 
1979 up to 1992. Chilokoteni succeeded Malabwanya as the pastor of the New Jerusalem 
Baptist church. He led the church for ten years.  Rhobo was born and he grew up in the 
Misesa area. He became a deacon at the Misesa Baptist church and later he became the pastor 
of the same church. Once such leaders are disciplined, they do not accept the church‟s 
verdict. Somehow, it is like disciplining a “village chief.” In the end, they opt to stand alone.  
 
9.2.2 The BMIM management style  
Going on further, the results of this study have shown that the establishment of the BMIM as 
a body for the American missionaries and BACOMA for the Malawians partly contributed to 
the schisms in general, and Malabwanya‟s secession from BACOMA in particular. The 
argument is that the BMIM management style created tensions and bitterness within 
BACOMA. The BMIM facilitated the creation of a separate structure for a special 
organisation for the Malawian Baptists. This became the root cause of the dissensions that 
developed afterwards.
412
 By opting for segregation, the American Baptists may have 
developed a culture of individualism which later created problems. The SBC was the only 
missionary body in Malawi that had a missionary organisation that excluded the nationals. 
This was in contrast to the Scottish Presbyterians, the Roman Catholic missionaries, the 
Anglicans and the Seventh Day Adventists. These denominations did not establish a “special 
church” for the Malawians. In this way, from the beginning, there seemed to be a lack of trust 
between the BMIM and BACOMA. At present, all the Southern Baptist Convention 
missionaries that work in Malawi do not come through BACOMA, but through the BMIM. 
The BMIM processes the temporary employment permits with the Malawi government. 
BACOMA is not involved. Yet the missionaries “come to Malawi to work with 
BACOMA.”
413
 Apart from this, BACOMA cannot enter into a partnership with any Baptist 
Convention in the USA that is a member of the SCB without the consent or involvement of 
the BMIM. This is so because the BMIM is regarded as the “official” representative of the 
SBC in Malawi. According to Akim Chirwa, when BACOMA formed a partnership with the 
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Oklahoma General Baptist Convention in 2000 (see chapter seven of this thesis) the Baptist 
missionaries were fully involved as the “facilitators.”
414
 Chirwa went on to state that the SBC 
headquarters in Richmond, Virginia, listens to the voice of the BMIM more than to the voice 
of BACOMA. Even if BACOMA had a pertinent issue to put across, such a concern is rarely 
honoured by the SBC.
415
  Therefore, on the one hand BACOMA appears more as a semi-
autonomous organisation, a “baby” of the BMIM. On the other hand, BACOMA appears to 
be independent, but powerless. 
 
Apart from the preceding point, the results of this study have further shown that the Baptist 
missionaries in Malawi participate very little in the BACOMA activities these days. 
According to Nkhata and Kapalamula, some missionaries do not attend any association 
meetings. Only one or two may attend the annual general meeting of BACOMA. The 
missionaries also stopped constructing churches in 1988. But they are involved in the running 
of the decentralised Bible schools which is part of their missionary work.
416
 Pastor 
Kapalamula argued that “if the missionaries are no longer building church auditoriums, they 
should also stop training people to become pastors because it does not help to have members 
of the church praying under a tree.”
417
 During the focus group discussions women also said 




9.3 The supporting factors 
9.3.1 The impact of poor schooling  
The study has also revealed that poor schooling among pastors is another problem in 
BACOMA. As a matter of comparison, the Presbyterian and the Roman Catholic 
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missionaries thoroughly trained Malawians in various disciplines such as administration, 
medicine, accounting and technical skills as a way of preparing them to lead the church in 
future. For instance, at the Overtoun Institution which was established by the Livingstonia 
mission of the Free Church of Scotland (the Presbyterians) in northern Malawi in 1894, 
theology students were able to assess critically the development of Greek philosophy that led 
to the recognition of Psychology as a separate science. Other courses that the institution 
offered included English language and literature, Psychology, History, Logic, Ethics, 
Mathematics, Sociology and basics of Greek and Latin. The institution also taught medicine, 
brick lying and carpentry and joinery.
419
 But this was not the case with the BMIM. As 
Rendell Day has pointed out, the SBC work in Malawi was begun with the goal of not 
providing any subsidies to churches and to “create as few institutions as possible.”
420
 
(Emphasis added). For instance, the Department of Lands and Evaluation in Lilongwe 
allocated thirty-two hectares of land to the BMIM for the construction of a state of the art 
Baptist Theological Seminary in 1988. A year later, the missionaries withdrew their 
developmental plans.
421
 Most of the early pastors did not even finish primary education. The 
four Malawian pastors in this study did not have a post-primary certificate. After the expiry 
of Kaiya‟s contract as general secretary of BACOMA in 2006, it took one year before the 
BACOMA executive committee identified a suitable candidate for the post. During the 2006 
BACOMA annual general meeting, Pastor Kaiya reported that the new general secretary had 
not yet been identified. The new general secretary, who replaced Kaiya, was employed 
towards the end of 2007. This demonstrates that BACOMA leaders seemed to be ill-equipped 
theologically and administratively to take the challenge of running BACOMA and a few 
institutions that the missionaries established such as the Media Centre, the Baptist 
Publications and the Baptist Farm. One of the reasons why some of these institutions are 
crumbling is due to lack of managerial skills.
422
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9.3.2 The type of messages preached in the Baptist churches 
Though this study was not about homiletics, another contributing factor why some pastors in 
BACOMA opt to stand alone can be attributed to the type of messages preached in the 
Baptist churches. As an evangelical denomination, the Baptist church puts much emphasis on 
an “individual” receiving Christ as their “personal” saviour. A “person” must have the right 
standing with Christ.
423
 Such messages are not bad per se, but in the long run, the individual 
becomes more important at the expense of the community. Such messages enhance the spirit 
of individualism. In Malawi, very rarely does one hear a Baptist pastor preaching on the 
theme of the social role of Christians in the society. This emphasis on an “individual” does 
not apply only to BACOMA. In South Africa, for example, the Baptist Union of South Africa 
distanced itself from “A Message to the People of South Africa”
424
 in 1968. The BUSA felt 
“personal salvation was confused with national salvation.”
425
 (Emphasis added). No wonder 
the BUSA voted to relinquish its membership in the SACC in 1969 and retained only its 
observer status. In 1976, the BUSA withdrew its observer status and ceased to be a member 
of the SACC.
426
 In this way, one can argue that the emphasis on an individual or “personal 
salvation” made the BUSA in one way or the other, withdraw from the ecumenical body.  
  
9.3.3 The influence of the Presbyterian Church government  
Another point that needs to be noted is that the Presbyterian system of church government, 
where the elders run the church, is very popular in Malawi. But this is not the case with the 
Baptist system of church government where democracy is held in high esteem. Some Baptist 
pastors try to exercise power like the Presbyterian “elders.” Some pastors even run their 
churches like the Presbyterians.
427
 This sometimes creates tension between the pastor and the 
members who would like to maintain the congregational form of church government. 
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9.4 Other crucial issues concerning the general administration of BACOMA 
This study has further revealed that many interviewees including the former general secretary 
of BACOMA, Fletcher Kaiya, were of the opinion that the BACOMA secretariat should have 
more powers over the local churches.
428
 Others suggested that the secretariat should act as a 
synod. “The secretariat should be able to transfer pastors, provide tangible support to the 
local churches, and if possible, the salary should come from the central office.”
429
  In 2007, 
following some squabbles that were experienced at the Nsomba Baptist church in Blantyre, 
the general secretary, with a few individuals, expelled the Nsomba Baptist church from 
BACOMA. But according to the BACOMA constitution, the powers for the termination of 
membership of any church, or a member of BACOMA, are vested in the annual general 
meeting of BACOMA. 
 
 If the Convention votes in the general meeting by two-thirds majority of its member churches present to 
suspend her membership, such church shall be considered out of fellowship with the Convention until such time 




By expelling the Nsomba Baptist church from the Convention the BACOMA secretariat is 
gradually moving towards a centralised-type of church government. The paradox is that some 
members within BACOMA would like to see the secretariat assume more powers over the 
local churches. Yet the same members do not like pastors who exercise centralised 
administration. 
 
Furthermore, the findings of this study have revealed that most respondents do not know the 




 expressed similar views in 1997. In 
her letter to Hany Longwe, she said: 
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 Pastor Fletcher Kaiya, former general secretary of BACOMA, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 2 
July. 
429
 Eliya Banda, former secretary of Blantyre Association, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Blantyre, 29 June. 
All the four pastors under this study indicated that they received very low wages. Rhobo, who first joined the 
Samaritan Baptist Church before joining the Fundamental Baptist Church, said that Bill Ashbury, the 
Fundamental Baptist Church missionary in Malawi, said that he was going to support Rhobo and his church. 
Rhobo then withdrew his membership from the Samaritan Baptist Church and joined the Fundamental Baptist 
Church of Malawi. 
430
 BACOMA Constitution, 4.3 (B) 2. 
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 Pastor W.A.C. Chisi. Former BACOMA president. 2008; Pastor B. Kapalamula Banda. Former President of 
BACOMA. 2008; Banda, former secretary of Blantyre Association, 2008; Baird Mkorongo, 2008 and Zomba 
Baptist women, focus group discussions, 2008. Interviewed by the author, Zomba, 9 December. 
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 Dr Sarah White, originally from the United Kingdom, was the treasurer of the Zomba Baptist church. She 





I have been living and working in Malawi since September 1994 during which time I have been a member of the 
English speaking congregation at Zomba Baptist Church. Yet I know little about the Convention. If it will be an 
effective organisation then more consideration will need to be given to what and how it communicates with the 
churches and their members…
433
    
 
This shows that there is insufficient transfer of information between the secretariat and the 
local churches. This could be one of the contributing factors of churches not participating 
towards the Co-operative Programme.
434
 Another reason why most churches do not support 
the BACOMA secretariat is that a good number of pastors in BACOMA belong either to the 
Jimmy Hodges Ministries or the Gospel Link.
435
 They are paid monthly and quarterly 
respectively by these organisations. Some pastors have private sponsors. For this reason, 





9.5 Way forward 
9.5.1 The BMIM and BACOMA relationship 
The results of this study have shown that the relationship between BACOMA and the BMIM 
is not cordial. In order to improve the BMIM-BACOMA partnership, there should be a well 
defined work relationship between the two sister organisations. In the past, the BMIM and 
BACOMA at least worked together even though there were some tensions. For instance, the 
BMIM and BACOMA worked together in the Church Development Committee.
437
 The 
committee was responsible for the rural church aid such as constructing church buildings. All 
the funds were provided by the Foreign Mission Board of the SBC. But the SBC changed its 
policy in 1988. All programmes were discontinued. For instance, when the missionaries 
handed over the Baptist Publications to BACOMA, the missionaries sold all the high tech  
                                                                                                                                                        
BACOMA executive committee. Longwe wrote letters to certain individuals and churches to support the 
BACOM secretariat. 
433
 Sarah White to Hany Longwe, 7 January 1997. BTSM archives. 
434
 BACOMA adopted this programme from the Baptists in the USA. According to the programme, the churches 
are supposed to send a tenth of their income to the secretariat which then funds the various denominational 
activities such as the seminary, home missions and others. Very few churches participate in the programme. 
435
 Chilokoteni, Gama and Malabwanya belong to the Gospel Link. Rhobo has an American friend who supports 
him.  
436
 This is from personal observation. Some of the pastors say “what do we get from BACOMA?” Pastor 
Chilokoteni instructed the members of his church at the New Jerusalem Baptist not to support the BACOMA 
secretariat (see chapter 7 of this thesis). 
437




computers and any other vital equipment that were used in publishing books.
438
 At present 
the SBC does not provide money to sustain institutional ministries and projects. The SBC has 
no operational budget for the mission field except for personal support of a missionary in the 
field.
439
 While in the past a Baptist missionary was mandated to be a member of a local 
church, today joining a local church in the mission field is left to the missionary to decide, 
not as an imposition from the sending mission agency. In this case, the SBC is under no 
obligation to force its missionaries to join any local church as it used to do in the past. The 
involvement of a missionary in the activities of any local church is also left to the 
missionary‟s convictions.
440
 At present the BMIM is running the decentralised
441
 Bible 
schools without the involvement of the BACOMA secretariat. The BMIM works with some 
BACOMA pastors as individuals and not under the BACOMA secretariat. These pastors 
teach in the Bible schools. The members that are trained in these schools are those who do 
not have post primary education. Yet BACOMA tries as much as possible for its pastors to 
have at least a certificate or a diploma in theology. It seems there is a conflict of interest, 
vision and policy between the two sister organisations.  
 
9.5.2 Overcoming regionalism and individualism 
In spite of the points raised in the above section about the BMIM-BACOMA relationship, it 
could not be appropriate to suggest that the BMIM alone is to blame for the problems that 
BACOMA faces. It could not be a fair assessment to conclude that the current problems of 
BACOMA are as a result of the “bad seeds that the missionaries sowed” as some members of 
BACOMA claim.
442
 The missionaries might have made some errors, but they did their part. 
A lot needs to be done within BACOMA as Sarah White had indicated in the letter quoted 
above. As it has been pointed out in the chapter eight of this thesis, a good number of pastors 
construct church buildings on their plots. These congregations are run like personal estates. 
Some of them do not have bank accounts. This demonstrates the spirit of individualism.  
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 Personal reminiscences.  
439
 One of the SBC missionaries living in Lilongwe. 2008. Interviewed by the author, 7 December. He opted to 
remain anonymous. He was the only SBC missionary that accepted to be interviewed, but not tape recorded. He 




 They are called decentralised because the training is done in various places across the country. 
442
 There is a tendency in BACOMA to blame the missionaries for the problems that BACOMA is facing, which 




Going on further, divisions within BACOMA along regional lines should be eliminated. Wen 
the missionaries wanted to construct the seminary in Lilongwe in 1988 as it has already been 
mentioned in the previous section, the leaders in BACOMA did not agree where to construct 
it.  Each wanted the seminary to be constructed in their home region.
443
 Even though the 
leaders in BACOMA blamed the missionaries for failing to construct the seminary, it would 
be fair to argue that the BACOMA leadership also contributed to the collapse of the project. 
The BACOMA leaders should bury their differences, they should get rid of the spirit of 
individualism and they should work as members of one family. 
 
9.5.3 The financial management, theological education and possible solutions 
Of the four Malawian pastors in this study, three mismanaged finances. BACOMA should 
embark on training programmes for its pastors in administration, financial management and 
stewardship.
444
 The retired pastors in BACOMA do not have any source of help. At present 
there is no pension scheme for BACOMA pastors. If possible, BACOMA should find 
mechanisms of setting up the pension scheme or a benevolent fund for its pastors. Again, of 
the five pastors studied, three were involved in a brawl.
445
 BACOMA should teach its 
members to keep good morals. It is disgraceful for Christians to fight in the church, 
especially when a pastor is involved in the actual fighting. Yet the Baptists claim to be the 
“people of the Bible,” meaning that the Bible is their guide in their daily life.  
 
Education is the key to development. BACOMA should try as much as possible to improve 
the education standards of its pastors. Even though the ministry is a calling, a pastor who is 
well versed with current issues is in a better position to minister to a cross spectrum of the 
people. Kachasu Gama could not preach during the English service because his English was 
not good enough. There should be a common ground between the BACOMA executive 
committee which prefers to phase out the Bible Schools and the Board of the Seminary which 
runs the schools and which insists that the Bible Schools should continue.  
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 Pastor B. Kapalamula Banda. Former President of BACOMA. 2008. Interviewed by the author, Lilongwe, 24 
January. 
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 Some churches do not have bank accounts. Money is kept in the pastor‟s house. I was a member of Soche 
Baptist Church in Blantyre. In 1996 the pastor told the church that keeping money in the bank was not biblical 
because the Bible says “bring the tithes into the store house” meaning the church.  When I left Mwanza in 
Southern Malawi in 2004, Mwanza Baptist Church did not have a bank account. My current church in the city of 
Lilongwe does not have a bank account. All the money is kept in the pastor‟s house. Financial reports are made 
once or twice a year. It is possible ti find some more churches. 
445
 Fighting also took place at the Area 23 Baptist church, the Bethany Baptist church and the Falls Baptist 




Finally, the BACOMA secretariat should refrain from exercising more powers over its 
pastors and the local churches. The pastors too should not have absolute power over the local 
churches. The principle of the autonomy of the local church should not be forfeited. If 
BACOMA is to remain a congregational church, members of the local church should be 
involved in the running of the church. The Baptist Convention of Zambia attempted to 
exercise more powers over the local churches. The result was a split. BACOMA should avoid 
centralised form of church government as much as possible. 
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